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CHAPTER 1

"You may beawizard, my lady,” Sun Wolf said, tucking hisbig
hands behind the buckle of his battered sword belt, "but you're dso the
biggest damn foal I've ever met in my life”

Every man has a gift, Starhawk sighed to herself. Why do |
choose to travel with a man whose gift isto be able to talk audibly
with hisfoot in his mouth up to the knee?

For oneingtant the sun-blasted garden with itssmall citrustrees
and hard, clayey red soil was utterly silent. Beneath the sharp black
|attice shadows of the bare arbor, the face of the Lady Kaetha, the
White Witch of Wenshar, went rigid with an indignation which was
three parts shock that anyone, let done someroving barbarianina
dusty sheepskin doublet and scarred boots, would dare speak so to
her. Her face paled against the dark red coils of her hair, and her
protuberant blue eyes blazed, but for the first moment she waslliterdly
gpeechless. One of thelittle cluster of her ostentatioudly black-clothed
disciples, misinterpreting, opened her mouth. Kaethawaved her slent.

"Y ou barbarian pig." She had avoice like the clink of adropped
gold coin upon stone. "Are you dandering me out of fear of what |
am-or jealousy of what | have?'

Behind her, her disciples murmured, nodding wisdly to one
another. The gardens of Pardle Sho were public, occupying the
grounds of what had been the Governor's Palace back when the land
of Wenshar had been ruled by the Lords of the Middle Kingdoms;
across the vast open square of sand, two children chased each other
through the zebra shadows of the cloister, their voices shrill asbirdsin
thehot air.

After amoment Sun Wolf said, "'l fear what you are, Lady."



She drew breath to make some fina point, but he cut in over her
wordsin avoice like the rasping of arusted-out kettle. "What you are
isan armed idiot-if you'renot smply aliar."

Turning, hewaked away. The dark lace work of thevine
shadows rolled like the foam pattern on awave aong the lion-colored
leather of hisdoublet, and the Lady Kdethawas left with the
uncomfortable choice of giving him the last word or shouting her own
rebuttal in an undignified fashion after his retreating back.

Thumbs hooked in her sword belt, Starhawk followed him down
that hot, shaded colonnade and across the gardens to the street.

"Y ou know, Chief," she remarked later, coming over with two tin
tankards of beer to the intense gloom of acorner of the Longhorn Inn's
common room, "sometimes your facility with wordsleaves me
bresthless.

Hissingle eye, amber asatiger's under along, curling tuft of fading
red-gold brow, flicked suspicioudy up at her as she stepped casualy
over the back of the chair next to hisand settled into it. The leather
patch that covered the empty socket of his other eye was aready
scuffed and wesathered to the same shade as his sun-gilded skin, but the
telltale groove of years had not yet been worn across his forehead by
its buckskin thong.

Starhawk's face, as usud, wasinscrutable as she handed him his
beer; features that would have been delicate, had not her origina
uncomeliness of along jaw and asquare chin been added to, in the
course of nine years as amercenary soldier, by abroken nose and
three inches of whitening scar that decorated one high, fragile
cheekbone. For therest, shewas atdl, rangy cheetah of awoman,
dressed in aman's leather breeches, embroidered shirt, and shegpskin
doublet. Her baby-fine blond hair was cropped short and, like Sun
Wolf's thinning red-gold mane and faded mustache, bleached out by
the sun of the K'Chin Desert, dong whose northern edge they had been
traveling for four days.

Sun Wolf grumbled, correctly suspecting that whet lay behind



those water-gray eyeswas adeep and private amusement. “The
woman isafool." Hisvoice waslike the wheezy creak of an unoiled
hinge, asif hisvoca chordshad dl the flesh stripped from them, leaving
nothing but bare wire.

Starhawk took asip of her beer. It was hitter, like dl the beer in
the Middle Kingdoms, the color of mahogany, and very strong. " She's
aso the only thing we've seen that remotdly resemblesawizard since
we left Mandrigyn,” she reminded him after amoment. "And sincewe
can't go back to Mandrigyn ... "

Sun Wolf brushed aside the reminder of his banishment from the
city that was known asthe Jewe of the Megantic Sea. "The Wizard
King Altiokislived and ruled for ahundred and fifty years," he growled.
"He destroyed any wizard with even aguess of the power that might
have chalenged him. If this K& ethawoman has the powers she claims,
he'd have destroyed her, too."

Starhawk shrugged. " She could have kept them hidden until his
degth. That was only nine months ago. Altiokis got much of hisslver
from the mines of Wenshar-it's a sure bet Pardle Sho and every little
mining town along the cordillerawasriddled with his spies. She hasto
have remained slent, like Yirth of Mandrigyn did, in salf-defense.”

Sun Wolf wiped the beer foam from histhick, raggedy mustache
and said nothing.

Though the air in the common room was hat, ill, and strangdly
dense-fedling, not one of the haf-dozen or so miners and driftersthere
made amove to leaveitsindigo shadows for the striped
black-and-primrose shade of the awvning of peeled cottonwood poles
outside. It was the season of sandstorms, as autumn drew on toward
winter. In the north, sailorswould be making fast their vessdlstill oring
opened the searoads again, and farmers re-chinking the thatch of their
roofs. Throughout the north and west and on to the cold steppes of the
esd, dl life cameto astandstill for four months under theflall of those
bitter storms. Here in Wenshar, the southernmost of the Middle
Kingdoms on the borders of the desert, even the few hardy herds of
cattle grazing the patches of scrub that passed for cases were chivvied
into closer pastures near the foothill towns, and the sllver miners strung



lines of rope from their dwellingsto the pitheads, lest the burning
sand-winds rise while they were between one point and another, and
the darkness come on so swiftly that they would belost.

Deceptively idle-seeming, Starhawk scanned the room.

Like haf the buildingsin Pardle Sho, the Longhorn was adobe
brick and about fifty yearsold. Itslow roof, thirty-five feet long and
less than ten from side to side, was supported by rafters of stripped
scrub pine whose shortness gave every adobe building in the town the
gppearance of ahalway. The older buildings of the town, erected of
stone when Pardle Sho was the administrative center through which the
Lordsof Dawirin ruled the Desert Lords of the wastelands beyond,
were spacious and airy. According to Sun Wolf, who knew thingslike
that, the smallest of those stone houses fetched seven times the price of
any adobe dwelling in the town. Looking up at the blackened | attices of
rafter and shadow over her head, Starhawk had to concede that the
buyers had a point. Adobe was chegp and fast. The men and women
who'd come over the mountains, first as daves, then asfree
prospectors, to work the silver mines and eventualy to wrest them and
the land of Wenshar from those who had held them before, often could
afford no better.

One of thefirst wars Starhawk had fought in, she recalled, had
been some border squabble between Dalwirin, closest of the Middle
Kingdoms north of the mountains, and Wenshar. She remembered
being alittle surprised that, approached by both sides, Sun Wolf had
chosen to take Wenshar's money. She'd been twenty-one then, asilent
girl only ayear out of the convent which she'd abandoned to follow the
big mercenary captain to war; afew weeks of defending the black
granite passes of the Dragon's Backbone had shown her the wisdom of
taking defense rather than attack on such terrain.

Sipping her beer, she remembered she hadn't had the dightest idea
what to do with the prize money after the campaign. Sun Walf, if she
recalled correctly, had used histo buy asilver-eyed black girl named
Shadowrose who could beat any warrior in the troop at backgammon.

She glanced across at the man beside her, his gold-furred
forearms stretched before him on the table, picturing him then. Even



back then, held been the best and certainly the richest mercenary inthe
length and breadth of the old boundaries of the falen Empire of
Gwenth. HEd had both his eyesthen and avoicelikealanddideina
gravel pit; thethin pot in histawny hair had been small enough that he
could deny itsexistence. Hisface had been alittleless craggy, the
points of bone on the corners of hisbearlike shouldersalittle less
knobby. The deep silences within his soul had been hidden under the
bluster of crude sex and physical chalenge, which some men used to
conced their vulnerabilitiesfrom other men.

He sat now with hisback to the corner of the room, asusud, his
blind left eye toward her. She wasthe only person he allowed to sit on
that sde. Though she saw no more of his face than the broken-nosed
profile againgt the brilliance of the open door, she could fed the thought
moving through him, the tenson in those heavy shoulders. "Faceit,
Chief. If thiswoman Kaetha doesn't teach you how to use your
powers, who will?"

He moved his head alittle, and she had a glimpse of the amber
glint of hiseye. Then heturned away again. " Shel's not the only wizard
intheworld.”

"| thought we'd just established there weren't any at dl.”
"l don't like her."

"When you had the school a Wrynde, did the people who came
to learn the arts of war from you need to like you?' When he didn't
answer, she added, "If you're starving, do you need to like the baker
from whom you buy your bread?"

Helooked back at her then, adeep flame of annoyancein hiseye
that sheld read the truth in him. She drank off her beer and set the
tankard down; her forearms, below therolled deeves of her
blue-and-white embroidered shirt, were muscled like aman's, marked
with the white scars of old wars. Across the common room under the
glare of the bar lamps, a couple of women in the dusty clothes of
minerswereflirting with alovely young man in brown sk, their voicesa
low mixture of sound, like a perfume of roses and musk.

"If you want to move on, you know I'll ride with you. Y ou know |



don't understand wizardry, or the needs of power. But you called
Kdethaan armed idiot for having power and not using it wisdly. What
does that make you?'

Anger flared in that ditted yellow eye-shewasreminded of abig,
dusty lion baited initslair and about to growl. But she met hisgaze
camly, chdlenging him to deny what she sad, and, after amoment, it
fdl. Therewasalong slence.

Then he Sghed and pushed his hdf-finished tankard from him. "If it
was battle, I'd know what to do," he said, very quietly, in avoice she
seldom heard him use to her and never to anyone dse. "l'vebeen a
soldier dl my life, Hawk. | have aningtinct of fighting that | trust,
because it's been borne out in battle after battle. But I'm mageborn.
Whether | likeit or not, thereé'sawizard inside of me-not buried and
whispering, asit iswith the mageborn when their powersfirs gtir, but
grown and wild asadragon. | passed through the Great Trid into the
fullness of power without getting even the teaching that most mageborn
managed to pick up in secret from the local grannieswhen Altiokiswas
aive and killing off wizards. It'slike being born, not asababy, but asa
man-having no more mind than a baby, but wanting what aman wants."

Broodingly, he cradled the tankard between his blunt-fingered
hands. Away from the lamplight near the bar, the shadows were
darkening; the wind that ghosted through the door was cooler now than
the trapped, stuffy-smelling heat, scented with dust and the wildness of
the desert evening.

"There are times when the want consumes me. In the nine months
snce | cameto the power, it's been like afire inside me, burning me up.
That patchwork of learning | was ableto pick up in Mandrigyn before |
was banished makes no senseto me. | have ingincts shouting at me
that mean nothing to me, and | don't know whether they're right or will
lead meto aquick death and the Cold Hells. Sometimes | wish by all
the spirits of my ancestors1'd been born like my father, just agreat
crafty beast; and other times ... " He shook his head, with the nearest
admission to helplessness Starhawk had seen from himin al the years
sncethey had met.

Impulsively, she leaned acrossto him and put her hand on his; his



fingers closed warm and rough around hers, accepting acomfort
neither of them would even have consdered ayear ago. Hishoarse
voicewas like the scrape of blown sand in the gloom. "Therésavison
in me of mysdf, from long before | cameto my powers-onel had asa
child, though | couldn't speek of it then. But it's come back to me since
| passed through the Great Trid. It'savision of looking at agrest
blazing fire and wanting to grasp the core of the flamein my bare hand,
knowing it will hurt-but knowing that when the fleshisal burned off, I'll
be able to wield that core like asword.”

Behind the long bar of deeve-polished pine, the owner of the
Longhorn was lighting candles-dented tin lusters throwing back arancid
light. Outside, shadows of the spur-ranges of the Dragon's Backbone
had covered the town, the hem fringe of the garment of night. Miners,
townsmen, and those who rode herd on the tough, long-horned cattle
were coming in, dusty and cursing from work. They were mostly the
fair-skinned, blond, or red-haired stock of the north, whence the
Middle Kingdoms had acquired their daves, but with afair sprinkling of
the dark-haired people of the Middle Kingdoms themselves, and the
black folk of thelong, golden coastlines of the southern Megantic.
Among them, gtriking in their white robes and head vells, werethe
swarthy shirdar, the desert dwellers, who recognized not the King of
Wen-shar, but the Ancient Houses of the old Desert Lords. VVoices
jostled in the warm dimness againgt the smells of old sweet of
work-soiled garments, of white or amber liquor, and of the milky
sweetness of beeswax. A round-shouldered little black manin his
gxties, thetracks of some ancient battle overlying old ornamental
scarring on hisface, hisbody hard as twisted ebony from work in spite
of therichness of his clothes, ordered drinksfor everyonein the place
to thunderous applause.

Asthe owner's boy and girl began circulating with atray of beer
and whiskey, thelittle man raised his hands. Candle flame caught on his
rings. Starhawk, though never much of alooter in her yearsasa
mercenary, had acquired a professiona soldier'squick eye; she
reckoned each of them at five gold pieces, astaggering sumto be
carrying around on one's hands, particularly on the cordillera. In avoice



severd timesthe sze of histough little body, the man bellowed, "This
drink isfor the honor of the Princess Taswind! Well serveit and well
fight for it, come what may!"

Though Starhawk had no ideawho the Princess Taswind was, she
took ablunt pottery cup of liquor the color of hennafrom the tray the
barboy offered her. Sun Wolf shook his head at the offer of another
beer. After passing through the Grest Trid, it had been months before
he'd been able to touch acohol at al. There was a chorus of cheers,
some woman's raucous whoop riding up over them like a descant.
Beside the bar one of the brown-faced shirdar warriors pushed back
his head veils and raised his cup as the noise subsided alittle. "And
drink aso to her lord and husband to be, Incarsyn of Hasdrozaboth,
Lord of the Dunes!" Under the velils, black hair, long and thick asa
woman's and braided against the dust, framed a hawk-thin face that
was handsome, proud, and very young.

Thethreewarriorswith him-all young men and none of them
over twenty, Starhawk thought-put aside their veils and lifted their
cups. Thelr piercing cry rang againgt the sudden silence of theroom like
the discordant clatter of adropped tray.

The sllencein the room was so complete Starhawk could hear the
jingleof bridie bitsfrom the horsestied outside. The young man looked
around him, hisface scarlet with fury and shame. A few feet away a
the bar, the tough little black man leaned againgt the railing, hisbrown
eyes hard with derisve chdlenge.

Furious, the young man drank off his cup and hurled it at the wall
behind the bar. The barkeep ducked aside-the cup itself, harder-fired
than the adobe brick, did not even shatter. Silently, the four young
shirdar stalked from the room, their white cloaks swirling againgt the
jambs of the open doors as they vanished into the dusk outside.

"Norbas, one of these days you're going to buy yourself ashiv
between theribs," sighed avoice, degp and half-drunken, from the next
table. The black man, stepping away from the bar, whirled in surprise.
Then his scarred face broke into a blazing white grin as he saw the big
mean gtting there.



"What the hell are you doing here, Osgard?’ He crowded hisway
over, followed by two or three others, wearing like him the clothes of
wesdlthy townsmen: boned doublets and stiffened linen collars of gaudier
hues than were considered good taste north of the mountains, breeches
and boots rather than the more sophisticated long hose. The man at the
next table was dressed the same way, though with the dight untidiness
that spoke, like his durring voice, of someone who had been drinking
sncejust past noon.

"Can't aman dip out for adrink now and then?"' Like Sun Wolf,
the man Osgard was big, athumb-breadth shorter than the Wolf's six
fedt, fairer than the Wolf and going gray. Like the others, under the
richness of his clothes, hisbody was the body of a man who has both
worked and fought. In hisbroad, unshaven face his green eyes glinted
with annoyance. "Maybe | knew I'd meet you here. The match has
been made, Norbas, like othersbeforeit. | tdll you, let it be."

Norbas sniffed scornfully and stiff-armed a pottery cup brimming
with the murderous white liquid known localy as Panther Sweet. "'l
never trusted those sneaky heathensand | never will," he Sated flatly. "I
bought the round to drink to Tazey's happiness, not to that of some
barbarian she hasto marry.”

"Y ou have aright to think as you please, but you'll cometo grief
carrying on about it in bars," the man Osgard said alittle grimly. "It'sfor
the good of theland; I've told you that before ... " And like the wash of
aseawave, the noise of other conversations covered theirs.

"It'saclever choice on somebody's part,” Sun Wolf rumbled, half
to himsdf, haf to Starhawk. "It'ssure as pox what I'd doiif | ruled
Wenshar." He contemplated the man Osgard for amoment against the
blurred candlelight with anarrowed eye. "Most of the shirdar lords are
fdlen into decay-none of them ever ruled more than a couple handfuls
of peoplein dl their hundreds of miles of sand, anyway. With one
mud-walled city, astring of oases, and a couple hundred goats and
camels, Hasdrozaboth's not terribly powerful, but it'sruinoudy old, like
al the Houses of the Desert Lords. But it'san in to the kin network that
Wengshar could cdl on if Dalwirin or Kwest Mralwe invaded them
aganfromthenorth.”



Starhawk nodded, accepting thisinformation without inquiring how
Sun Wolf knew it. Back in the days when Sun Wolf had been a
mercenary captain and she his second-in-command, part of his success
had been due to his minute knowledge of the politics and economics of
every kingdom and principality likely to hire histroops. The habit had
stayed with him-he gossiped like an old woman with every tae-tdlling
merchant they'd met on the roads. His aim these days was principaly to
find rumor of awizard to teach him to use the powers so suddenly
arisen within him, but he managed to pick up agood dedl of knowledge
of other thingsin the process. Curious, she asked, "If they never had
more than a couple hundred warriors, why do you say they'rein
decay? Decay from what?"

"From ruling the southern trade routes through the desert to the
gold mines of Kimbu," he replied promptly. "The Lords of
Wenshar-not the King now, but the Ancient House of the old Lords of
Wenshar-ruled the whole desert, back when the Empire of Gwenth
was gtill around in the north for Kimbu to trade with."

"Silly me" gpologized Starhawk ironicdly, and Sun Wolf gave her
agrin, haf-embarrassed at his own sudden show of erudition, and
squeezed the fingers il lightly clagped in hisown.

They ordered dinner; through it Sun Wolf dternated between
watching the increasing crowd in the tavern and particularly around the
next table, where Osgard and Norbas were holding a sort of court for
what |ooked like the wedthier miners, and relgpsing into hisown
thoughts. By the look on hisface, Starhawk thought he didn't care
much for them, but she had learned long ago when to keep her silence.
Full dark fell outside; Osgard and his friends departed singing; the locd
Children of Joy, youthsaswell as girls, began to make their
gppearance. Pergemis silks of rose and violet shimmered softly inthe
ochre lamplight, and painted eyes teased. When the tavern girl cameto
clear up, Sun Wolf signed to her to stay. "Wherewould | find the house
of the Lady Kdetha? The wizard?"

Thegirl hadtily sketched intheair the ign againg evil. " Shéll be up
at the Fortress of Tandieras,”" she mumbled. "But if you need aheder
or something, goto Yalow Sincressin Leastherworker'sRow. Hes... "



"Tandieras?' asked Sun Wolf, surprised to hear her namethe
fortress of the King.

The girl nodded, her dark eyes avoiding his. She was fourteen or
30, gawky and plain, with the hawk features of the shirdar in the frame
of her straight black braids. "Y eah. She's part of the King's
Household." She gathered the pottery disheswith their vivid glazes of
yellow and blue onto her tray and prepared to go. Sun Wolf dug into
his pouch and dropped aquarter of asilver bit into the empty bread
plate. The dark eyesraised to his, startled and shining.

"And where isthe Fortress?' Sun Wolf got to hisfeet, readjusting
the set of the sword at his hip.

"You're not gonnago tonight"?" There was sudden, baffled fear
inthe girl's plunging brows. "She'sawizard!" She used the shirdar
word for it, and there was loathing in her voice.

"Funny," Starhawk remarked later, asthey waked up Main
Strest, leaning into the steep dope of the hill upon which the town was
built. "Most of the people we've met on the road figured wizards are
something that died out along time ago, if they ever existed to begin
with. But shewasafraid.”

With the find sinking of the sun, the hot blast of the desert daylight
had given way to dry and bitter cold. Dust hung in the air, the smell of it
acongtant with which they had lived for days, it blurred the lights of the
inns and houses they passed, twinkling amber-gold in the ultramarine
darkness. They'd added sheepskin coatsto their doublets and il felt
the thin lance of the desert night. They had |eft their horses behind at the
inn-it had been along journey, and the beasts were badly overridden.

Above them, thready moonlight touched the gilded turrets of the
Cathedra of the Triple God, triumphant fingers tretching from the
highest peak of the town. Higher ill, the jagged peaks of the Dragon's
Backbone loomed, massive granite domes and sugarloaves, with here
and there unscalable plugs of black basalt-dry teeth goring at the sars.

Sun Wolf nodded thoughtfully asthey turned dong the face of the
hill. Ahead of them, amile or so from the town, the lights of the
Fortress of Tandieras winked against the rocky bulk of the spur-range



onwhich it wasbuilt. Like amoat, darknesslay beforeit wherethe
road dipped from the flank of Pardle Hill, along stretch of gully,
boulder, and sand. From the dense shadows, the topmost twigs of a
desiccated acaciatree reached up into the moonlight like crooked
reeds above spring floods-for the rest it was pitchy dark. Starhawk's
every nerve came dert. It was a patch of road made for robbers.

"There may be areason for it," Sun Wolf said after afew
moments. "But I'd fear Kalethafor different reasons. She's arrogant.
She'syoung, Hawk, younger than you. I'm not saying no wizard that
young can hold the kind of power she clamsto hold, but, if onedid, |
think I'd fed it." The rock shadowsloomed darkly around them.
Starhawk's fingers touched the comforting hardness of her sword. Half
her mind turned from the Wolf's scratchy wheeze to the soft whisper of
shadow sounds. " She should still be a student, not claiming to be able
to teach the secrets of the universe to abunch of fatuous disciples.”

"If sheteachesyou anything,” Starhawk pointed out, "shelll have ...

Sun Woalf's hand tapped her shoulder for sllence asplit instant
before she heard, faint and muffled, aman's cry and smelled the drift of
kicked dust and blood on the night wind. Then therewastheringing
whine of adrawn sword, and avoice thick with liquor yelled, "Rot your
eyes, you scum-sucking swine... !"

The Wolf was dready scrambling up over therocksin the
darkness.

Without aword passing between them, Starhawk knew what the
plan was and moved forward at a soundless run toward the barely
visible bend in the dark road. From the other side of the overhanging
rocks, she heard the searing ring of steel on stedl and aman'svoice
shouting, "Help! MURDER!" The scrub aong the edge of the road
would give more away by its noise than it would conced in that pitchy
dark; Starhawk felt, rather than actualy saw, the wide bay between the
bouldersto her right, sensed violent movement somewherein the
Stygian blackness, and heard the sounds of struggle.

A white blur on the ground turned out to be the face and hands of



adead man amid a stench of spilled blood. She sprang noiselesdy over
him. Ahead of her, another man was backed to the gray-black front of
ameassive boulder-pale face, pae hands, thewhite V of ashirt visble
through an unlaced doublet. I11-defined forms danced before him.
Starlight glinted on stedl. Starhawk ran one of his black-cloaked
attackers through the body before the man had time to redlize what was
heppening.

He let out a gasping death scream, and the other lants turned
upon her in abody.

Then, from the top of the rocks, there was a berserker howl, and
Sun Wolf was among them. Starhawk caught bardly aglimpse of him
as he dropped into the darkness. She found by ingtinct the shoulder of
another dark form near to her, caught the thick cloth of his cloak, and
shoved her sword up under hisribs as he turned toward the new threst.
As she pulled the blade clear in agticky gush of hot blood over her
hand, she glimpsed the white robe benesth the cloak, aready staining
with thewelling blood. Shirdar, she thought, turning and ducking the
dash of acurved tulwar, cutting at breast level, and parrying sted that
whined within inches of her face. The victim of the ambush had sailed
into the fray, fighting like adrunken man with ydls of fury. From the
road behind them, hooves thudded and lanterns swayed in the
darkness; reflected light showed Starhawk the gleam of asword, and
she cut in the darkness where the body would be. Her blade met
nothing; the man had turned, and she heard the scrunch of his soft
boots on gravel as hefled.

Beside her, the man they'd rescued was yelling, "Here! To
me!"-with, Starhawk thought wryly, considerable optimism about
whose sde the reinforcements were on. A blue burst of witchlight
flared in the darkness, the ghostly blaze turning Sun Wolf's craggy
features and gore-dimed sword blade into a hashish vison of some
barbarian berserker god. He had evidently decided that darknesswas
no longer to hisadvantage. By thefaint &. ElImo'sfire, Starhawk could
seethelast attackers fleeing into the shadows of therocks, leaving their
dead stretched upon the thin dust of the ground. Men and womenin
somekind of dark green livery studded with smoked stedl were urging



their horses down from the road, springing from their saddlesto dart in
pursuit, until their captain raised his hand and called them back.

"It's useless-don't get yourselveskilled over it!" Hereined up
before Starhawk and the man beside her, the man she now recognized
as Oggard from the tavern. The horseman stepped from his saddle with
surprising grace for aman of hisbulk. "Areyou hurt, my lord?"

"By the Three, that wasfighting!" Osgard flung an approving arm
around Sun Wolf as he came up to them, the heavy sheepskin of his
jerkin marked with a sword dash, but apparently unwounded himsdif.
"Y ou never saw the like, Nanciormis! This bastard had them running
likerats-likerats" Standing that closeto him, Star-hawk could smell,
under the reek of the blood that smeared them all, sadedcohal in his
swedt.

Astal as Osgard and Sun Wolf, the rider Nanciormis had the
swarthy skin and aquiline features of the shirdar. What had once been a
hawk-like beauty was blurred by a padded layer of fat. "My lord ... "
The other riders were closing in around them, and the torches they bore
threw glints of gold on the clipsthat held back hiswaist-length black
hair. "I've warned you before about going about the town so,
unprotected and with no state ... "

"State, hell," grumbled Osgard, bending to wipe his sword on the
black robe of one of the falen bandits and sheathing it at hisside. His
voice had logt its drunken dur-therés nothing like fighting for your life,
thought Starhawk, to induce instant sobriety. "It wasn't state that got
me crowned King of Wenshar."

Starhawk's glance cut sharply to Sun Wolf. She saw that he wasn't
surprised.

"It was men like Norbas Milkom and Quaal Ambergados-miners
and fighters, men who know theland. Menlike... " Osgard turned and
regarded Sun Wolf with an arrested eye. "I know you," he said.

Sun Wolf nodded. "Likely you do, your Mgesty."

"Not just from thetavern ... " The green eyes narrowed. "Y ou're
Sun Wolf. The mercenary of Wrynde. We hired you-what ... 7'

"Last war but onewith Dawirin,” Sun Wolf provided.



"Old Shilmarne was leading her forces down the passes.... "

"By the Three, that wasit!" The King dapped Sun Wolf
enthusiagtically on the back, then staggered. He'd taken a thigh wound,
and blood was till tracking stickily down the leg of his breeches. Sun
Wolf and Starhawk caught him as his knees gave way, Nanciormis
springing belatedly to help.

Oggard made an impatient move to push them off. "I'mfine... "

"Thehdl you are," Sun Woalf ragped. He pulled from someinner
pocket the silk scarf held long ago learned to keep handy and tied it
around Osgard's leg above the wound. With the hilt of one of the
hideout daggersin hisboot, hetwisted it tight. In the yelow glare of the
torchlight, the King's face had gone suddenly waxen as the heet of
battle died from hisveins. "There a sawbones up at the fortress?'

Nanciormis nodded. "Can you St ahorse, my-"

"Of course| can st ahorsel” Osgard blustered furioudy. "Just
because | took alittle scratch doesn't mean I'm going to go to pieces
like some sniveling, weakling coward ... " His sandy eyebrows stood
out darkly againgt hisgray flesh, and, like acandle being blown out, he
fanted.

"Good," Sun Walf grunted, asthey eased him gently back to lay
him on the sand. "With luck hell stay unconscious and won't argue
about his pox-rotted manhood al the way up to the Fortress.”

The guards |ooked shocked, but, in the commander Nanciormis
eye, he caught theflicker of an appreciative grin.

CHAPTER 2

In the fortress of Tandieras supper was over, thetrestletablesin
the Great Hdll put away, and the chairs and benches pushed back
againg the wals of the vast, granite room which wasthe old castle's
heart. Like the Longhorn Inn, it waslit chiefly by wall sconceswhose
polished metd reflectors threw back the soft beeswax glow into the
room, but here the height of the celling, though it added to the cold, at
least relieved the smoke. In addition, ahuge fireplace stretched aong
one sde of thefeasting-dais a the far end, around which carved chairs



were clustered, and two chanddiers dangled-unlit, massive, ominous
iron whedls-in the dense shadows overhead.

But Sun Wolf'sfirgt impression, as he stepped through thetriple
archway that led from the vestibule into the Hall, was one of color,
gaiety, and movement. Since it was the season of sandstorms, the big
wooden shuttersthat guarded the line of tall windows on the room's
southern wall had been closed nearly to for the night. Servantsin drab
shirts and breeches, gently born retainersin colorful broadcloth and
white ruffs, and guardsin dark green leather were grouped around the
sdesof the Hall, clapping in timeto the music of pipes, flutes, and the
fast, heartbreaking throb of a hand-drum; in the center of the Hall, lit by
hand-held lamps and torches all around her, agirl was doing awar
dance.

It was one of the old war dances of the Middle Kingdoms, done
these days for the sheer joy of itsviolent measures. A young man and a
girl in guard's uniforms stood aside, swest-soaked and panting, having
clearly just finished their turn. Asthe dancer's shadow flickered across
them, the blades below her glinted. They were using live wegpons. But
for dl the concern on her face, the girl might have been dancing around
and over acircle of wheet sheaves; her feet, clad in light riding boots
under akilted-up skirt, tapped at will, now this side, now that side, of
the blued edges of the upturned swords. She looked to be about
sixteen; her sand-blond hair, mixed fair and dark, caught the light onits
thick curls; the torches were not brighter than her eyes.

Beside him, Sun Wolf was aware of Nanciormis striding through
the arch into the room, his mouth opento cal out theill news. Sun Wolf
caught the man'sthick arm and said softly, "Don't startle her."

The guards commander saw what he meant and checked, then
blustered, "No, of course| wasn't going to." He signded one of the
pages to come over and whispered hasty ingtructionsto the boy. The
young face paled in the torchlight with shock. "Go on!" Nanciormis
ordered, and the page went dipping off through the crowd toward the
little knot of gentlemen-in-waiting who stood between the fireplace and
the door that led from the dais to the King's solar beyond. Nanciormis
glanced defensively back at Sun Wolf. "We can't let hisMgesty remain



out in the cold court!"

At that moment the music skirled to its circling conclusion; the girl
stood panting and radiant in the tawny hao of the lights. A woman
hastened down to her from the crowd on the dai's, skinny and flustery,
her narrow, white face framed unbecomingly in tight-pulled, black hair.
She dressed in black, too; the harshness of the color triggered
something in Sun Wolf's memory. She had been one of Kaethas
disciplesin the public gardens that afternoon. She touched the girl'sarm
and said something. Stricken, the girl turned eyes wide with shock and
green as absinthe toward the doorway; without aword she strode
toward them, the black-clothed governess hurrying behind like a skinny
ewe sheep who hasfostered agazelle.

"Uncle, isFather dl right?' she demanded as soon as she got near
enough to Sun Wolf and Nanciormisto speak. "Anshebbeth says-"

"Your father'sfine, Tazey."

"Y ou ought to send at once for the Lady Kaetha," the
black-clothed woman panted, fussing up behind them. " She can-"

"We dready did, Anshebbeth."
"1 could go look for her-I1 know right where she

"It's been taken care of." Nanciormis voice was soothing.
Anshebbeth's long white fingers clagped and unclasped nervoudy; her
huge, dark eyes darted to Nanciormis face, then to Sun Wolf's body-a
look that was covert but unmistakable-then back again, her cheeks
coloring dightly. Sun Wolf wondered whether the blush was because
he was aware of the thoughts behind that look or smply that she was.
Unaware, Nanciormiswent on easily, "Captain Sun Wolf-my niece, the
Princess Taswind-her governessthe Lady Anshebbeth.”

Guards were carrying the unconscious King into the hall.
Gentlemen and ladies hurried to open the door through to the solar and
to kindle lampsthere; Tazey sprang after them, catching up her skirtsas
if impatient with their weight. Sun Wolf observed the lace trim of her
petticoat and the dim strength of her calf inits soft boot before the
sharp jab of abony kneein histhigh made him look around; but
Starhawk, who had materialized a his sde, was|ooking around the



room, innocently impassive,

Down in the hdl, one of the underservants, athickset hag with
puffy ankles showing under akilted-up skirt and black eyesglinting
through a straggling pelt of gray hair, called out in ascreechy voice,
"Sow getting out the back window, was he, when the husband came
home? Hard to run with his breeches around his ankles!"

Tazey didn't even check her stride, but Anshebbeth stopped, stiff
with rage and indignation, torn for amoment between staying to take
issue with the old woman and remaining with her nursding. Then, asif
sheredlized she would not come off the better in any battle of words,
she spun and hurried after Tazey into the narrow solar door.

"Did you see who they were?' Nanciormis asked quietly, asheled
Sun Wolf and the Hawk toward the carved chairs on the dais near the
fire. A servant girl came up to take his heavy white cloak and returned
his smile with asaucy wink; Sun Wolf, as he and Starhawk divested
themselves of their scarred sheepskin coats, observed that Nanciormis
drew the admiring eyes of severa of the women of the Household.
Though corpulent, he was a good-looking man till; but beyond that,
Sun Wolf guessed he was the type of man whose vitality would attract
women, no matter how fat he became. Even on short acquaintance and
in spite of his carelessness about breaking into the delicate
concentration needed for the war dance, Sun Wolf found the man
likeble.

He made amenta note to take that into account.
"Your people, it looked like."

Nanciormis checked his stride. Hislong hair, braided down from
the temples and hanging in aloose mane of black curls behind, caught
the sheen of the lamps as he jerked his head around.

"The shirdar-the desert folk," the Wolf went on. "Therewas alittle
trouble at the Longhorn-four of ‘em proposed atoast to the Princess
Taswind's progpective husband-| take it the match is about as popular
as maggotsin the beer hereabouts. A man named Norbas Milkom was
the cause of it, though why they attacked the King ... "

The commander groaned, and dl warinessfled from hiseyes. "'|



should have known. No, the match isn't apopular one.” He grinned
ruefully and took aseat in one of the chairs by the hearth-heavy ebony
from the forests of Kimbu in the south, re-cushioned with loca work of
red leather. "Beyond adoubt, they attacked the King because he was
foolish enough to walk back aone-unlike our canny Norbas. It's
known throughout the desert they've been friends for forty years-if
indeed they were the same shirdar asthe ones at the Longhorn.”

A servant came up-the same who had taken their coats-with an
intricately worked brasstray holding wine cups and datesin a
hammered silver bowl. Sun Wolf saw now that she, like Nanciormis
and, he guessed, Anshebbeth a so, was of the shirdar, though without
the reserved dignity of their ways. Along the foathills, they must have
been living among and marrying with the ex-daves of the north for
generations. When she thought no one was |ooking, she mouthed akiss
at Nanciormis; he received it with a suppressed smile and a dance of
pleasurein his pouchy dark eyes.

Hewent on, "They may have been merely banditsthere arealot
of them dong the cordillera-or they may have been operating by the
samelogic used by the men of Wenshar when they kill Hasdrozidar of
the Dunes or Sefidar of the White Erg in retdiation for Regidar
dave-rads, not troubling to inquire the truth. All of our people here are
looked upon with mistrust by those who came from the north of the
mountains,

"With reason," aquiet voice said at hisebow. Sitting with his back
to acomer and his blind sde to Starhawk, Sun Wolf had seen the
dender old man gpproach them-he would, indeed, have been difficult
to miss. He was wearing what Starhawk irreverently described asthe
undress uniform of Trinitarian bishops, and his scarlet surcoat and gold
tabard picked up the torchlight on their bullion embroidery asif theold
man were netted al over with aspiderweb of flame. Garnet and rock
crystd flashed from the worked medallions of sacred signs; even the
deeves of hiswhite under-robe were stitched with tiny seed pearls.
Under dl that finery, the old man would have been as pretty asagirl
before he grew hisbeard; full, dightly pouting red lips showed benegth
the silky white mustaches; the eyes with their snowy lasheswerethe



clear blue of morning sky.

In asoft, light voice, the Bishop went on, "It isfellowship of
worship that binds men together in trust, Nanciormis. Y ou have
converted to the true faith of the Triple God, but can the same be said
of the shirdar in the guards? It can not. They cling to their old
superdtitions, their familia cults and wind djinns. How can any true
worshiper believether oaths?'

"I'm sure they can't,” Starhawk remarked, lying half-douched in
her chair and regarding him with mild gray eyes. "But the question's
rather academic, isn't it, since the Doctrines of Cacedus say that true
worshipers aren't obliged to keep oaths made to the followers of untrue
gods”

The old Bishop spread his hands deprecatingly. "We are dovesin
the midst of serpents, Warlady," he explained. "We need such
subterfugeto survive."

She studied the obvious wed th and power reflected in those
splendid robes and glanced over a Sun Wolf. "I never met a Trinitarian
yet who didn't have agood explanation for everything.”

The Bishop inclined hiswhite head. "It is because dl truths are
reveded to usby Holy Scripture.”

Therewas agtirring in the shadows beyond the fireplace; Sun
Wolf had dready, in hisautomatic identification of every potentia exit
from the room, seen the narrow door half-hidden beside the blackened
granite of the mantle. Now Kaletha stepped through into the light,
followed by another one of her disciples, the only onethat afternoon
who had not, like her, worn black. Since what he did wear was the
blue and gold habit of a Trinitarian novice, he was naturally taken
aback when he saw the Bishop. He said, rather loudly, "Asl told you,
my Lady Kaetha, the King isin his bedchamber beyond the solar.”

"Thank you, Egaldus." Kaethainclined her head gracioudy and
moved toward the daisin aqueenly swishing of homespun black robes.
After a second's hesitation, the young man, fair-haired and rather
nervous looking, turned with clearly manufactured decisvenessand
went bustling away in the other direction. Sun Wolf'sglance did to the



Bishop, but the old man didn't seem to suspect anything; he was
watching Kaletha's gpproach with adisgpproving eye.

"A pity," hesad, "that the only header in thefortress should be a
witch."

Kaetha paused on the outside of thering of firdight, regarding
them with an expression that could have nipped spring flowersin their
buds. Sun Wolf, feding that frigid glance pause for amoment on him
before passing on, was suddenly conscious of the dust in his clothes
and hair and the bruisesfrom the fight that marked hisface; Kdetha
looked away, asif to say one could have expected to find Sun Wolf on
hand in the aftermath of abrawl. To the Bishop she said, "Weve been
over it timeand again, Galdron. It's scarcdly likely that your
condemnation of my powers one moretime will cause meto go against
what | know to be my destiny and my duty.”

"Itisscarcdy likely," agreed the little man mildly, "but, as Bishop
of Wenshar and, therefore respongible for the savation of your soul
from the sulfurous hells reserved for witches, | can yet hope.”

The answer was s0 pat that Sun Wolf was barely ableto stiflea
snort of laughter; Kaethas eyeflicked to him, like a chilly draft, and
then away again. If wishes were horses, Sun Wolf thought wryly,
there'd be hoofprints all over my hide ...

"Excuse me, Commander, Captain,” the Bishop said, asKadetha
turned and crossed the dais to the doorway of the King'ssolar. "l
should probably be present when she attends to the King."

"| take it she'sthe only sawbonesyou could get?' the Wolf asked,
asthe Bishop, like aglittering little doll, hastened to follow thetdll,
red-haired woman through the door. In the hall before them, things
were quieting down. The gray-haired hag, in the midst of agaggle of
grooms and laundresses, was recounting some story to snickers of
ribald laughter. The Trinitarian novice, Sun Wolf observed, had in truth
had no other business-he was gill hanging around the archwaysinto the
vestibule, talking with two others of Kaethas disciples: afattish boy of
sixteen or so and athin, worried-looking young woman, both dressed,
like Kalethaand Anshebbeth, in black.



"On the contrary,” Nanciormis said, Sipping the wine the servant
had left and offering Sun Wolf the hammered bowl of dates. "Kaetha's
only recently cometo that position, in the absence of anything better.
Since she's decided she's going to be awizard, she evidently considers
it apart of her much-vaunted ‘destiny.’ But she's always been part of
the Household.”

"Has she?' the Wolf asked thoughtfully. It would account, he
thought, for that bitter defensiveness. It was said that no prophet was
without honor except in their own home village. Even he, when hed
announced to hisformer mercenary troops on hisbrief visit to Wrynde
that spring that he'd become awizard, had at least done so after going
away and coming back. The Wizard King Altiokis had brooked no
competition; Kaetha could not have so much as hinted at her powers
while hewas il dive. Sheld had to announceit cold, to people who'd
known her dl her life. Histoo-ready imagination framed the notion of
claming wizardy in the village where hed been raised, and his soul
cringed from the thought.

Nanciormis shrugged casudly. " She was lady-in-waiting to my
sster, Osgard'swife, the Lady Ciannis. When Ciannis died, Osgard
kept her on in the Household aslibrarian, since she had aturnfor it. It
wasn't until news came of the Wizard King's death that she declared
herself to be mageborn and began to teach others.”

He laughed, shortly and scornfully. "Not that anything's ever come
of it that I've been able to see. Oh, she claimsto be able to teach
magic, but who are her disciples? A lot of soured spinsters and
frustrated virginswho haven't anything better to do with their lives”

"Y ou don't believe her power'sred, then?' It must have been the
reaction of mogt of the peoplein the fortress.

Nanciormis waved a deprecating hand, chubby but strong with its
ancient rings of worn gold. "Oh, I'll admit the woman has
magi c-perhaps some of those poor foolswho follow her do aswell.
But why pursueit? What can it buy you that money cannot? It'sbeen a
hundred and fifty years snce the old city of Wenshar in the desert was
destroyed because of the witcheries practiced there, but, believe me,
theloca feding toward it hasn't changed.”



Sun Wolf cocked his head alittle, remembering theway thegirl in
theinn had made the 9gn againgt evil. But she's a witch, she had said.
"Why isthat?' he asked. "What happened in Wenshar?'

The doors of the solar opened, and Tazey emerged without her
governess, looking anxious and preoccupied. Nanciormis glanced at
the dark doorway behind her and said softly, "L east said of that is best.
Have you paid for roomsin town, Captain? Osgard will want to see
you in the morning, I'm sure. We can offer you bunksin the Men's Hall
... " He gestured toward a wide arched door hafway down the Hall. "
... and the Women's." His nod took in the narrow entrance beyond the
hearth. "Or if you choose, we can give you a cdll to share down near
the stable courts, in the empty quarter of thefortress. I1t'smostly old
workshops, kitchens, and barracks, but the closer rooms till have
roofs and they're shuttered againgt storms, should onerisein the night.”

Sun Wolf recognized by theinquiring gleam in the commander's
eyethat the offer was prompted as much by curiosity as by hospitdity;
he said, "Well take the room out by the stables,” and saw the big man
nod to himsdlf, asif hed satisfied in hismind the relationship between
the two partners and how he must dedl with them.

From the solar door, the Bishop Galdron emerged, looking
fadtidious and disgpproving; behind him came Kaetha, the gold
lamplight degpening the lines of tiredness and disapprova on her
fine-boned face, showing up her age, which the Wolf guessed a ayear
one sde or the other of thirty. Anshebbeth fussed at her hedls, asif
Kaethas comfort, not Tazey's, was her primary concern. But Tazey,
standing near her uncle Nanciormis chair, said nothing-evidently she
understood her governess discipleship. From across the room, the two
other disciples hurried toward their teacher's Sde, only the novice
keeping hiswatchful distance.

Pointedly ignoring Sun Walf, thelittle group made for the doors.

Sun Wolf sighed. He had wanted to put this off until they were not
inpublic, but his sense of timing warned him that to do so would only
make the Situation worse. There were some things which had to be
done at the first available opportunity. He got to hisfeet and said,
"Lady Kdetha"



Her step wavered. She was debating, he thought, whether to
make him call out to her and follow her. 1f she does, hethought grimly,
with amomentary vison of shaking her until her pearly teeth rattled ...
Then helet it go. Whatever she had, it was what he desperately
needed. He would have to ask for it, in whatever fashion she dictated.
Stubborn, cake-mouthed female ...

Kalethatook another step, then seemed to change her mind, and
stopped. She turned back, chin elevated, cornflower blue eyes
regarding him asif he were abeggar.

He'd had runs up to enemy seige towers under fire that he'd
enjoyed more. "My lady,” he said, hisraw, rasping voice neither loud
nor furtively quiet, "I'm sorry. | had no right to say what | said to you
today, and | ask your forgiveness for speaking stupidly.” Heforced his
sngle eyeto meet hers, avare of the stares of her disciples and of the
others-servants, grooms, laundresses, guards, Taswind, and
Nanciormis-in the Hall. Hefdt as he had during the Rites of Manhood
inhisvillage in the north long ago, stripped before the eyes of thetribe
and obliged to take whatever abuse the shaman choseto give him.
Only inthat case, he thought dryly, at least those who watched him
gpproved of what he sought to gain by the humiliation. That had been
thelast time, he redlized, that he had ever asked for anything.

The chilly sweetness of her voice was as he remembered it from
the gardens. "Do you say that because you are truly sorry,” she asked,
"or because you know that | will not share my wisdom with you unless
you gpologize?'

Sun Wolf took a deep breath. At least she had answered him, and
spoken to him asif shewould listen to what he said. "Both,” he said.

It took away any possibility of an accusation of untruth and left her
momentarily nonplussed. Then her blue eyes narrowed again. "At least
you're honest," shesaid, asif sorry tolearn of it. "That isthefirst thing
you'll haveto learn about the arts of wizardry, if you pursue them,
Captain. Honesty isamost asimportant to the study of wizardry asis
purity of the body and the soul. Y ou must be honest-utterly honest-at
al times, and you must learn to accept the honesty of others.”



"Y ou weren't too pleased about my honesty this afternoon.”

She didn't missabest. "Those were not your truefedings. If you
look into your heart, | think you'l find that it was your jedousy of me
Speaking what you wished to see, not what you actudly saw."

With gresat effort Sun Wolf stifled thefirst wordsthat cameto his
lips. She can teach me, hereminded himsdf grimly. She's the only one
| have found to teach me. The rest of it is none of my affair. But he
couldn't resst saying, carefully keeping theirony from hisvoice, "l
expect you'd know more about that than | would, my lady.”

From the corner of his eye he saw the impassive Starhawk put her
tongue in her cheek, raise her eyebrows, and look away. But Kdetha
nodded gravely, accepting hiswords on their face value and taking
them as a deserved tribute to her clarity of ingght. "It is something that
comes when one has achieved acertain level of understanding.” Behind
her, her disciples nodded wisdly, like awdl-trained chorus. ™Y ou must
learn to accept discipline, to understand self-control. They may bedien
toyou..."

"I've been awarrior dl my life" Sun Wolf said, annoyed. "There is
disciplineinvolved in thet, you know."

"Itisn't at dl the samething,” she responded serenely, and he bit
back, How the hell would you know?

Patronizingly, shewent on, "I've sudied long and hard to achieve
my power, Captain. It ismy destiny to teach. With meditation and with
gpdlls, | can reach the deepest parts of themind. Themind isall, if the
body is pure-all magic comesfrom the purified intellect. | can wake
powersin anyone, even in those who are not mageborn, if they are
willing, honest, and pure." She cast another chilly look up and down his
big, heavily muscled form, asif seeing through his dusty clothesand
disapproving of what she saw. Her glance moved past him, touched
Starhawk, and the lines of disapproval pinched alittle deeper at the
corners of her mouth. "That's something you'll haveto learn to accept, if
you wish to enter into your powers."

Anger heated in him, as she had no doubt meant it to; words
crowded to hislips about frustrated spinsters who made a virtue of the



fact that no man would tumble them on abet. But, with aphysica
effort, he closed his muscles around those words like afist. To buy the
bread, hethought, you couldn't insult the baker -and in any case,
what she thought about magic was none of hisbusiness.

But he'd be damn lucky, he thought dourly, looking &t that pae,
fine-boned facein thetorchlight, if he didn't end by strangling the
woman with her own long, red hair.

In hislong silence, she sudied him gppraisingly. She had expected,
he redlized, some other reaction. After amoment she went on, "'If you
fed you have the strength and willingnessto follow that path, cometo
me where | teach in the public gardens tomorrow afternoon.”

Sheincdlined her head with a graciousness that made Sun Wolf
long to dap her and prepared to move off. Down in the Hall, the old
laundress called out to her, "I'll bet you're pleased to have him join
you-as a change from boys and women!™

Kaetha's face flushed with anger as she turned. Around the dirty
old hag, the other laundresses and grooms were bellowing with
laughter. Asin the garden that afternoon, Kaetha was momentarily
gpeechlesswith anger. In aflash of ingght, Sun Wolf redized thet,
having no sense of humor, she was unable to dide from benegth this
kind of indignity, unable even to understand it. And she mugt, he
thought, have had to put up with it daily since she had announced her
wizardry to theworld.

All thiswent through hismind in an ingant; as Kaethadrew breath
to ssammer somereply, he cut in over her words, "It'sthe sow in rut
that squedlsthe loudest.”

The old crone and her friends went into even louder guffaws.
"Come down to the laundry and see, you old boar!"

He gave an eaborate shrug. "I haven't got al night to stand in the
line"
The laundress laughed so hard he could easily have counted her

teeth, had she possessed any. He turned back to Kaletha and said
quietly, "I'll be there tomorrow, my Lady, after I've seen the King."

Ashe and Starhawk walked from the hall, he was aware of



Kaetha's specul ative gaze upon his back.

The empty quarter of thefortress of Tandieraslay beyond the
stables, apicked gray skeleton in the wan monochromes of dawn.
From where helay on the wide bed of waffle-crossed latigo and
cottonwood poles, Sun Wolf could see through the half-open shutters
of thewindow abroken labyrinth of crumbling adobe wdls, falen
roofs, and scattered tiles-what had once been garrison quartersfor the
troops of Dawirin, seige housing for the population of their
adminigtrative town, and barracoons for hundreds of dave miners. It
was deserted now, covering several acres of ground; among the many
things hisfather had considered unmanly for awarrior to possess had
been an aesthetic sense, and Sun Wolf seldom admitted to anyone that
he found such things as the stripped shapes of rock and wal or the
scul pted dunes carved by the will of the wind beautiful.

Extending his senses, as he had learned to in the meditations
Starhawk had taught him, he could fed lifedirring in theruins till.
Somewhere desert rats scrabbled over crumbled bricks;, somewhere
snakeslay dreaming in old ovens, waiting for the sun to warm their cold
blood. He felt the quick, furtive flick of ajerboaheading for its burrow.
Though it was light enough now to make out the fallen bricks, the
dun-colored wallswith their drifts of piled sand, and the thrusting black
spikes of camel-thorn and bullweed against them, there was not yet any
sound of birds.

Traveling dong the hem of the desert, he had grown familiar with
al of them-sand warblers and wheatears and the soft, timid murmur of
rock doves. The wdlsin the empty quarter should have drawn them by
the hundreds.

He frowned.

Agang hisshoulder, Starhawk till dept, al her cheetah
deadliness loosened and her thin face peaceful, her short crop of
white-blonde hair ruffled and sticking up likeachild's. The Wolf liked
to think of his relationship with thiswoman whom he had known so
long as one of equas, warriors of matched strength and capability. But



at timeslikethis, he was conscious of fedling toward her a desperate
tenderness, adesire to shelter and protect, wholly at odds with their
daytime selves or the lion-like lusts of the degp night. He grinned allittle
at himsdf-Starhawk was probably the least protectable woman he'd
ever encountered.

I'm getting old, hethought ruefully. Therewas no fear init, though
ayear ago it would have terrified him; he felt only amusement at
himsdf. Old and soft.

Like the ruins, Starhawk's was a beauty of rocks and bones and
scars. Moving his head alittle, he kissed the ddlicate curve of bone on
the outer corner of her eye,

Stll there was no sound of hirds.

His deep had been unrestful, troubled by inchoate dreams. His
anger at Kaetha had bitten deep; he realized that the anger was also at
fate, at hisancestors, and at the fact that he'd had to go cap-in-hand to
awoman and swalow her sdf-righteousinsults, because only she could
give him what he needed. In Wrynde, he remembered, it had been
whispered that, like the mad God of the Bards, he had traded hiseye
for wisdom-he only wished that had been the case.

Y et he knew that Starhawk had been right, as she usualy was.
What angered him most about Kaetha-her arrogant assumption that
she needed no teacher and that she herself was qualified to judge her
own progress and that of others-was precisaly what he himsalf was
doing in refusing to accept her tutelage.

Beside him, Starhawk moved in her deep, her arm tightening
around hisribcage asif she found reassurance in the touch. He stroked
her shoulder, the skin silky under his hand, and gazed out at the pink
reflections warming the upper edges of theruined walls. A stir of wind
brought him the warm smell of the stables and the drift of baking bread
from the paace kitchens.

Then thewind shifted, and he smelled blood.

Whether Starhawk smelled it, too, and reacted with the
hair-trigger reflexes of awarrior in her deep, or whether she smply felt
the stiffening of his muscles, he didn't know, but amoment later her



gray eyeswere blinking up into his. Sheld been in deep deep amoment
ago, but she neither moved nor spoke, ingtinctively keeping silence
agang any possible threst.

"Do you smel it?" he asked softly, but the wind had shifted again.
There were only the scents of burning wood and baking bread from the
kitchens. So it isn't just the smell of chicken-killing for tonight's
dinner, hethought to himsdif.

She shook her head. All the childlike helplessness of deep had
dissolved into what it redlly was-his own fancies-and the woman who
had curled so trustingly into his shoulder had aknifein her hand, ready
for anything. Starhawk, the Wolf reflected with agrin, wasthe only
person he knew who could be stark naked and till produce a
conceal ed weapon at a second's notice.

"It's probably nothing," he said. "I heard jackals and pariah-dogs
out in the empty quarter last night ... " Hefrowned again and closed his
eye, dilling hismind as he had often done scouting, listening asawizard
listens. The empty quarter was sllent. No murmur of the doves that
must nest there, no shrill cries of swifts, though it wastime and past
time when birds called their territories. Though the red trace of blood
touched his nogtrils again, he could hear no stealthy pad of jackal feet,
no querulous snarls of scavenger rats. In the stables nearby ahorse
nickered softly over itsmorning feed; agirl began to sing.

Soundlesdly, the Wolf rolled out of bed, found his boots and the
buckskin trousers he'd worn down from Wrynde, his shirt and doubl &,
and his belt with sword and daggers. When Starhawk moved to join
him, he shook his head and said again, "'l don't think it'sanything. I'll be

The cold was sharp on hisface and throat as he stepped out of the
litttleroom, acdl inaline of low cdlsthat could have been workshops,
guest rooms or makeshift prisons along a narrow, sandy court just off
the stables. A storm last week had drifted sand deep against the
eastern walls; the adobe faces of the buildings showed marks where
pebbles and flying chunks of stone had gouged the softer brick. The
other cdlls of the court were deserted. A pack rat went flicking around
the doorpost of oneto the shelter of the shadows within.



Cautioudy, Sun Wolf moved into the empty quarter. He found the
place quite quickly, staking through the silent maze of empty rooms
and fallen beams, caved-in cellars and old wells shrouded thick in
greedy vegetation. He had been expecting something, from the smell,
but, even 0, what he saw filled him with aloathing he could not explain.

The door of the little adobe workshop had been torn off years ago
by thekiller sandstorms of the desert; most of the roof tiles had blown
away, though rafters barred the open, warming sky. Thewallswere
streaked with years worth of dove droppings, where they were not
painted over with splashes of blood.

White and gray festherswere stuck in it and in the puddies on the
floor that were dill dick and only tacky-dry. From where he stood in
the doorway, the Wolf could see the curled, pink feet and torn-off
heads of the birds thrown into the corners, aready haf-invisible under
swarming clots of ants.

He made amove to step into the room, but then drew back. There
was something loathesome here, foul and utterly evil-apsychic gench
that drove him back in fear, athough he knew that whatever had done
thiswas gone. He had sacked cities from the Megantic Seato the
Western Ocean and, when it was necessary to make his point, had cut
men and women up dive. He did not know why that small cube of
adobe-walled dawnlight and rafter-crossed sky, silent but for the
persstent humming of flies, should turn him sick.

Only three or four doves were dead, less than held eat for supper.
It was, he reminded himsdlf, no business of hiswho had killed them, or
why.

But he was a good enough tracker to see, with even the most
cursory examination, that there were no footmarks, ether entering the
room or leavingit.

CHAPTER 3

"Damned woman." Osgard Antivak, king of Wenshar and nomina
Lord of al the K'Chin Desert, propped himself up on the low ebony
divan and impatiently shoved asde the blue slk pillow from benegth his



left knee. " Says she won't be responsibleif the wound opens up again.
Damn her, I'll beresponsible! I'm not going to lie here likeamaiden
lady with the vapors al day!" Thetray of silver-traced copper onthe
delicate, jointed shirdar camp table beside the couch contained a
decanter of wine, but, pointedly, only one wine cup.

The King fished beneath the divan's pillows and produced a
second one, which he dopped full. "Sit down, Captain, and drink up.
Y ou can, even if I'm not supposed to. Damned woman." Againgt the
vivid reds and blues of the |oose bed-robe he wore over shirt and
breeches, he still looked gray from loss of blood, save for wherethe
dight flush of fever colored his pouchy cheeks, "1 could stand her when
shewasjust the damn librarian. She kept her place, then.”

Sun Wolf took theindicated chair-like the divan, of heavy,
gilt-trimmed ebony-looted fifty years ago from the Governor's Palace
and recently reupholstered in alocal red wool. The King's solar wasa
big room, built out of the end of the Hall, and lined with windows on
two sides. The ever-present storm shutters had been thrown open, and
morning sunlight poured through, dazzling on the glass-smooth marble
checkerwork of thefloor asif on the sea. Like shaggy idands, the white
pelts of mountain sheep aternated with black bearskins and scattered
rugs of deep-desert work, bright, primitive mosaics of red and blue. It
was acomfortable room for aKing who'd worked intheminesasa
boy.

"Kadethatells methat tourniquet of yours probably kept me from
being laid up worsethan | am. Seems| have to thank you twice."

Sun Wolf shrugged dismissively. "I'd dready goneto the trouble of
saving your hide; be apity to have wasted my time, after dl." He
douched back in his chair, relaxed but watchful. Under hisbooming
heartiness, the King was on edge; the wine, which Sun Wolf never
touched at thishour of the morning, and the tray of whiterolls, butter,
honey, ham, and dates, which a noisdess servant now brought in,
implied more than aman smply thanking another for keeping robbers
from making pemmican of him. The King wanted something.

"That'swhat | likel" Osgard laughed. "A man who doeswhat he
has to without alot of bother and fuss-afighter, aman of hishandsl"



He threw aglance after the departing servant and refilled hiswine cup.
"They say you were the best mercenary in the West-at least you
commanded the highest prices, back when we werefighting old
Shilmarne and her troops. But by the Three, you delivered the goods!
What are you doing rag-tagging it like atinker through the Middle
Kingdoms, without the price of aroof over your head?'Y ou lose your
troop?'

"l gaveitup.”
"Because of that?' Osgard gestured with hiswine cup to the
|eather eye-patch.

The Wolf shook hishead easily. "Just say | gambled high stakes

with the gods”
"And logt?'

He touched the patch, the fire-seared socket beneath. "And won."

Oggard regarded him shrewdly for amoment, hearing in his
shattered voice the echo of al those reasons and knowing that it was al
of them that hewould hear. He was sillent for amoment, hishig,
work-knotted hands fidgeting with the stem of the goblet. Hiseyes
shifted away, then back. Here it comes, the Walf thought. Osgard
sad, "l want to hire you to teach my son.”

Sun Wolf consdered thisfor amoment in slence. It wasthe first
he'd heard of the boy, for only the King's daughter had come flying to
her father's Sdelast night. The way word went around asmall
community like the fortress, there was no way the boy could not have
heard. But he only asked, "How old ishe?'

"Nine" The man'svoiceturned flinty. "Nanciormis has sarted him
on sword and horses, but the boy's asniveler. He'd rather run and hide
than face hislessons like aman. His uncle has his own duties and can't
go after him as he should. It'stime the boy learned to be aman.”

Thetone of hard chalenge made Sun Wolf remember hisown
father. Mistaking his silence, Osgard went on, "I'll make it worth your
while, Captain. He'sthe Heir of Wenshar-thefirst born Heirina
hundred and fifty years, snce the days when the Ancient House of
Wenshar ruled thisland. He's the foundation of my line, and, by the



Three, | want him to be aKing that knows how to wield a sword and
hold hisown!" He drank off hiswine and set the cup crashing down on
the bronze of the smdl tabletop, hiswide, light-green eyes blazing with
the intentness of aman who has dways been able to strive for and win
what he sought.

"I'm the fifth King of Wenshar snce we threw out the governors
and freed ourselves from davery. | fought alongsde my uncle Tyrill
againg the desert bandits and againgt old Shilmarne'stroops and
whatever you care to name. When Tyrill died, he named me his heir,
the way Casfell Ghru named him, and old Kelden the Black before him.
None of those men had an heir, barring Kelden's, who waskilled in
battle-they al chose the best man they knew astheir successor. By the
Three, it's kept the land strong!

"But it'sdifferent now. My unclefdl when | wasyoung, and |
married ... " He hesitated infinites mally, and when he spoke again, it
waswith aquieter note. "I married alady of one of the Ancient
Houses, the last Princess of the old House of Wenshar.”

Sun Wolf cocked his head, curious. "Wenshar? From the old city
out in the desert?'

"No." Osgard cut him off shortly, and his green eyesflickered for a
moment with anger. Then, asif realizing held spoken more than he
meant, he explained awkwardly, "That is-none of her people had been
near there in generations. That city's empty, dead-the armies of the
Middle Kingdoms destroyed it when they conquered these parts. But
yes, her people used to rule dl this country and much of the desert
besides. Their house had no power anymore, but they were one of the
Ancient Houses, nonetheles. And she was the kindest womanin dl
these lands and bore me the sweetest daughter a man could want,
who'sto marry one of the shirdar lordsto sed their dliancewith us...
And she bore meason." He sighed and refilled his cup again, the
sunlight blinking hotly on the purple surface of thewine. "The boy's my
heir. | want him to be the best man aswell. He's got to hold what I've
held, after I'm gone."

Sun Wolf sopped a piece of bread in the honey and said nothing.
He was remembering the scene in the tavern last night, the little black



man, Norbas Milkom, drinking to the Lady Taswind's hedlth, and not
to her affianced lord's.

"What's his name?'

"Jeryn.” A littletoo loudly, after alittle too long a pause, Osgard
went on, "The boy's not acoward. But he needs discipline. He reads
too much, that'sdl. I've put that right, but he needsto be taught by a
warrior, aman who can think in an emergency-aman like yourself.
They say you used to run aschool up in Wrynde for warriors. Isthat
true?'

"It paid to know who | was getting in my troop.”

TheKing grunted his gpprova. "And it pays meto know who this
country will be getting as King. Y our woman's afighter, isn't she?"

" She was my second-in-command. She's gotten me out of places
s0 bad | don't even want to think about them."”

"Y ou think shed take apost in the guard here, if you takeit up to
teach my boy?"'

He paused in the act of smearing butter on his bread. "Depends on
what you'd pay her, probably.”

Oggard laughed. "Therédsamercenary taking," he said with agrin.
"A dlver eagle every fortnight-and you won't find purer coin anywhere
inthe Middle Kingdoms. Why should we water our slver? Wedig it
out of theground.”

"Sounds good." Sun Wolf knew that as currency went, Wenshar's
was, indeed, one of the best. There were citiesin the Gwarl Peninsula
where the slver content of the coinage varied from week to week.

"And the samefor you, with board in the Hall and aroom herefor
the pair of you-and the knowledge that you'll be helping aman who's
worked hard and fought hard al hislife deep easier nights.”

The boy's got himworried, Sun Walf thought, leaning back inthe
gilded-ebony chair and considering the big man before him, who
pushed so impatiently at his bed-robe and blankets. As abattlefield
physician himself, he was perfectly well aware that Osgard's steady
consumption of winewould drive hisfever up by nightfal; but hed



learned long ago never to attempt to separate a haf-drunk man from
his cup. If Kalethahad the nerve to attempt to do so, he had to
approve of her courage, if not her judgment.

In many ways the King reminded Sun Wolf of hisown fether,
though he was sandy instead of dark-a shaggy, roaring bear of aman,
comfortable with the jostling give-and-take of casud friendship and
unwilling to stir the mud at the bottom of his or anyone dsg's soul. A
man who could fight dl day, drink al evening, and fornicate dl night-or
who would die in the attempt to seem to.

A man, Sun Woalf thought, such as he himself had striven so hard
to be, dl those years.

"I'll talk to the Hawk," he said, "and meet your boy and decide
then."

"And you, Starhawk?' Kaetha set down the pottery mug of coffee
and looked a Starhawk in the buttercup sunlight pouring through the
long south-facing windows of the Hall. "Will you, too, join our
company, to learn the ways of power?’

Servants were moving back and forth from the service hatchesto
the trestle tables set up in the big room with its dark granitewalls.
There werefew of them, asthere were few guards-the underservants
who ate a the lower end of the Hall fetched their own bread and butter
and breakfast de. Starhawk wondered alittle about this. She could
estimate within a slverpiece how much aplace would yield in money
and loot, and the fortress of Tandieras was undeniably rich. Ruling the
largest chain of dlver minesin thewest of theworld, they could
scarcely be otherwise.

After [ast night'sincidents, she was acutely aware that most of the
underservants who brought grapes, coffee, and clotted kefir porridge to
the small table which Kaetha had invited her to share were of the
shirdar.

If Kalethahad expected surprise from her, she must be
disappointed. Away from the antagonism between her and the Wolf,
Starhawk's own reading of the woman's character was that she



preferred the company of women to that of men, though not necessarily
in bed. In her way, Kaethawould have been pleased to show Sun
Wolf up by taking from him hislover'sloydlty.

Nevertheless she gave the matter some thought before replying.
"I'm not mageborn.”

"That doesn't matter." Kalethaleaned forward, her blue eyes
intent. She was a beautiful woman whose beauty, Starhawk guessed,
had kept men from taking her serioudy-she wore her severenesslike
armor. But as she spoke, she lowered her shield to show the woman
undernegth. "Y our Captain didn't believe me, but it istrue. | understand
the secrets of power. | can raise that power, bring it out of the depths
of the souls of even the non-mageborn. That ismy destiny.”

"It'strue," Anshebbeth put in, hurrying over to them from across
the Hall. She had entered some moments ago in dutiful attendance upon
the Princess Taswind, her own habitual, severe black gown contrasting
sharply with the girl's casud attire of boy's breeches, riding boots, and
afaded pink shirt. They had been chatting comfortably, but, even at
that distance, Starhawk had seen Anshebbeth's eye rove quickly over
the tables and find Kaletha at her table, alittle apart from the other
members of the Household. She had lost no timein breaking off the
conversation, taking her plate from the High Table where Tazey seated
hersdlf alone, and hastening to Kdethas sde.

"Pradborn Dyer certainly isn't mageborn-he's one of our company,
ayouth from the town-but Kaetha has taught him, released the hidden
srengths of hismind and he has begun to have visons and dreams
which have come true. He can sometimes seethingsinthedark and is
led to find objectswhich arelost. And | mysdlf, though I'm not
mageborn, | have been studying with Kaetha, absorbing her wisdom,
learning the secrets of her arts, for dmost ayear now. It has helped me,
helped me enormoudly ... " She glanced quickly sdelong a Kaetha, as
if for gpproval.

If Kalethawas as annoyed as Starhawk at having her conversation
intruded upon in thisfashion, she didn't show it. She preened hersdf a
little under the praise and gave atolerant smile, retreating behind her
schoolmistress facade.



Encouraged, Anshebbeth continued, "Do you know, it seemed
that | knew for many years before the Wizard King's death what
Kaetha was, though she never told asoul. But her power aways shone
out of her-"

" 'Shebbeth-" Kaletha said, alittle embarrassed now.

"It'strue,”" the governessinssted eagerly. "Even Tazey-Princess
Taswind-fdt it when shewasalittle child." Shelooked back at
Starhawk. "Weve dways been friends, Kalethaand |. She hasvirtualy
made me what | am today, has opened worldsto me | never dreamed
of. Othersfdtit, too," she added, her dark eyes suddenly smoldering
with venom. "Like that dirty hag Nexug, the laundress, with her filthy
mouth and her filthy mind." She picked up ahorn-handled tin knifeto
butter aroll, and her long fingerstrembled alittle with anger.

"Impure fornicators,” responded Kaetha serendy, "see dl things
through the dime of their own impurity.” She glanced alittle nervoudy
at Starhawk. For an ingtant, the Hawk saw again the human side of the
woman, which interested her far more than the wizard and teacher did.
"You musin't beled to think ... ™

Starhawk shrugged. "It isn't any of my business.”

Kaletha hesitated, not quite certain what to do with that answer.
Anshebbeth, who had gone alittle pink at the mention of impurity, was
looking away. But, in fact, Starhawk had seen rdationships like that of
Kaetha and Anshebbeth before, among the nuns of the convent where
she had grown up and, later, among the warrior women of Sun Wolf's
troop; she knew that, in spite of the witlesdy smutty remarks of Nexué
and her table-mates, the two women weren't necessarily lovers. It was
more than anything €l se adomination of the persondity, based on
Kaletha's desire to have a dave as much as Anshebbeth's need to be
one.

Acrossthe Hal, Nanciormis had just entered, wearing the plain,
dark-green uniform of the guards and flirting with the two servant
women who'd immediately found reasons to take them to that side of
the room. Anshebbeth forced her gaze back to Starhawk, her mouth
bracketed suddenly in hard little lines, and astain of color lingering on



her pointy cheekbones.

"It takes courage to follow Kaethas path, the path of purity, the
path of the mind. But | can tell, looking &t you, that you have that.”

"Not necessarily." Starhawk poured cream into her coffee and
dabbed with her spoon at the swirls of dark and light.

Nonplussed, Anshebbeth opened her mouth, then shut it again.
The smug sdlf-satisfaction that had glowed from Kaethain her
disciple's presence faded, and her cinnamon brows puckered into a
frown. "Y ou've been awarrior along time," she said after amoment.
"That tellsme you don't lack either physical bravery or the courageto
go against what people expect of awoman. Do you have the courage
to go againgt what he expectsof his woman?'

Starhawk's attention remained on her cup. "It would depend on
what was a stake."

"Freedom to do as you wish?' Kaetha pressed her. "To befirst
instead of second?"

"That'satricky one." Starhawk looked up. "Thefact is, | am best
as a second-a better lieutenant than | am acaptain.”

"Isthat what you truly believe," Kaethaasked, "or only what it is
more convenient for him that you believe?'

"Areyou asking that out of genuine concern for me," Starhawk
returned, "or only to get back a him by having meleave him?'

At thisdisplay of lese-mageste, Anshebbeth almost dropped her
spoon. But Kaethaheld up ahand to silence her indignant indrawn
breath; when her eyes met Starhawk's, they were rueful with thefirst
admisson of wrong the Hawk had seen from her.

At least, Starhawk thought, she doesn't pretend she didn't
under stand what | asked.

After along pause, Kdethasaid, "I agree. We both asked each
other unfair questions. And | think we're each three-fourths sure we
know the answers, both to our own and the other's ... but only
three-fourths.” She looked down at the small plate of bread and kefir
before her for amoment, then back at Starhawk, a spark of genuine



warmth in her eyes. She held out her hand. "Will you join our company
only for company, then?1, for one, would be pleased if you would."

The door on the dais that led through to the King's solar opened
abruptly, and Sun Wolf emerged, followed immediately by Osgard
himsdlf. The King's face was mottled a coholic red and pasty white, and
hewaslimping heavily, but fended off Sun Wolf'ssingle offer of
assistance. Kaethas brows snapped together; she got swiftly to her
feet, black robe billowing as she strode towardshim. "My Lord ... "

Hewaved her angrily away. "I don't need your damned help, and |
don't need your damned advice, either!" heroared. "I'm not a
weskling! Hell, back when we were fighting Shilmarnes armiesin the
passes, | went through six hours of fighting with a shattered kneecap!™

Her voicethin, Kaethasaid, ™Y ou were thirty then, my Lord, not
fifty, and you hadn't been drinking."

"What's my age got to do with it, woman?' he bellowed back. "Or
what | drink or how much | drink, for that matter? Wheré's that boy of

Frogtily, she said, "Y our son, my Lord, isnot my responsbility.”

"Well, you're supposed to be adamn wizard, you should know.
Nanciormis... " He swung around in time to see the tall commander
step easily up onto the dais. "Y ou're supposed to have him for sword
practice now."

Nanciormis shrugged. "'l presumed other duties caled him, for he
did not come."

Balked of that prey, Osgard looked around for other and lighted
on his daughter Tazey, who was consuming the last of her bread and
posset with the swift care of one who proposes to escape unnoticed.
"Wheresyour brother?' the King demanded, and Tazey, who had just
taken abite of bread, looked up a him, startled. "Hiding again, |
daresay-in that damned library, most like. Send that ... " He looked
around again, and his eye lighted on Anshebbeth, down a Kaethas
table. Anshebbeth quailed visibly, and her thin hand went to her throat
asheroared, "Why the hell aren't you up here with my daughter where
you belong, woman? | don't keep you in my household to gossip with



your girlfriends”
Tazey rose quickly. "I'll find Jeryn, Father."
"You'l st down, girl. 'Shebbeth's your governess, and her duty is

to keep beside you, not to go wandering off. Now go fetch him,
women!"

For one ingtant Anshebbeth sat rigid, her lipsflattened into athin
line of anger and humiliation; then she got quickly to her feet and
disappeared through anarrow door into the turret stair. She wasn't out
of earshot when Osgard added to Sun Wolf, "Twitter-witted old
virgin'senough to give any man thefidgets.”

Starhawk buttered another hunk of bread as Ka etha came back
to her, her blue eyes cdm and contemptuous. "The manisalout,” the
Witch of Wenshar said, "and israising hisson to be alout aswdll. | had
hoped that, a ong with wegponry, Nanciormis could teach him
graciousness and polish, but | see he'staken the first opportunity to put
agop to that." She seated hersalf in aswish of heavy black skirts. On
the bench at Starhawk’'s sde again she said, "1 hope you'll forgive my
gpeaking honestly, but | scarcely find it likely that our future King will
learn anything from that barbarian save the bresking of heads.”

Starhawk shrugged. "Y our opinion of the Chief has nothing to do
withme"

"It's obviousthat aman like that seeks out teaching in the ways of
power smply to aid himin thekilling of other men. Therest he
disregards. He understands nothing about purity, nothing about the
powers of the mind, from which al magic springs.”

Starhawk dipped her bread in her coffee and took a soggy bite,
far more amused than indignant. "And I'm sure you'll forgive my honest
speaking when | say that you have arather short acquaintance on
which to judge himin such detail .

"l have eyes™" Kaethareturned bitterly. In her glance, quickly
averted, Starhawk read the contempt for Sun Wolf for having a
mistress and at hersdlf for being one. Curious, she leaned her bony
elbow among the half-cleared breskfast dishes and waited. On the
dais, Oggard was breathing stertoroudy; Sun Wolf, hismassive,



gold-furred arms folded, wore a closed expression of guarded
annoyance. After amoment, Kaletha's stiff back relaxed. She turned
back to the Hawk.

"I'm sorry," she said, the words sticking in her throat. "I've judged
you, and | shouldn't have. Among people like yoursalves, fornication is
ameatter of course, isn't it?"

"Oh, thanks!" Starhawk grinned, more amused than offended at
the assumption of complete promiscuity-and indeed, she thought to
hersdf, there was nothing to indicate to Kaethathat Sun Wolf hadn't
lost hiseyein apothouse difference of opinion over somewoman's
favors, instead of adud to the desth with the greastest wizard in the
world.

"About time," Osgard grunted, on the dai's, as Anshebbeth came
flustering back through the narrow door, which led to an inside gair.
"Captain Sun Wolf-my son, Jeryn. Stand up straight, damn you, boy."

If Tazey, seated in apprehensive sllence at the High Table behind
them, was clearly her father's daughter, with the King'sheight, his
athletic grace, his streaky blond hair, and absinthe-green eyes, then
Jeryn wasjust as clearly a shirdar woman's child. He had the thin,
hawklike features, though his unwashed, black curlswere cut short and
his olive skin was paste-pa e from staying indoors. At thisdistance,
Starhawk couldn't see the color of hiseyes, for they were downcast,
aullen, and shifty, guarding secrets and resentments under puffy lids. He
dressed in theformal clothes of court, short trunks and hose, which
bagged around his skinny knees; he wore them without pride and
looked shabby and unkempt, an orphan who has dressed himsdlf from
aprince's ragbag.

"What do you think, Captain?' Osgard's tone had turned bullying.
"Y ou figure you can do anything with this boy?"

Jeryn said nothing, just held himself braced in away that spoke
worlds about the kind of treatment he expected from hisfather. And it
was hardly, Starhawk thought impersondly, afair question. There were
enough people left in the Hall that Sun Wolf's refusal would be widdy
interpreted as an admission that he couldn't make awarrior of the boy,



ether through his own fault or through Jeryn's. Osgard had undoubtedly
meant the scene to hinge on Sun Wolf's pride in his ability to teach.
Though the Hawk knew thiswould not have applied, she dso knew
that putting Sun Wolf to the choice now, in public, would work
because he would not openly reject the boy.

After along moment, Sun Wolf said, "l said I'd haveto talk to my

partner.”

It was away out, but Osgard wasn't about to giveit to him. "Well,
hell,” he said genidly, "theré's no trouble about that, isthere?' He
turned, and held out his hand to Starhawk. "Y ou got no objectionsto a
post in the guards, have you, Warlady? A slver eagle every fortnight,
board and bed? Pardle Sho may not have the fancies you'l find north
of the mountains, but theré's money aplenty here and placesto spend it,
if you're not too finicky in your tastes. It may not pay like the minesdo,
but there's more honor to it and less labor. How can you say no to
thet?'

Sun Wolf's eye had the angry smolder of a man who has been
gotten around in away that he could not fight without looking like a
boor. Starhawk, aware that Sun Wolf had no objectionsto looking like
aboor and was on the verge of making an issue of it, rose, hooked her
handsinto her sword belt, and said casudly, "1 can't say noftill I'vetried
it for aweek."

It was something the Wolf had taught her-when in doubt, play for
time

In aweek, she reasoned, anything could happen.

And, in point of fact, it did.

Starhawk wasn't sure just what woke her. A dream, shethought-a
dream of threewomen in acandlelit room, their shadows moving over
the painted walls, giving the grotesque imagesthere aterriblelife of
their own. She could not hear their words, but they sat close together
around the candles, combing their hair and whispering. The room had
no windows, but somehow Starhawk knew that it waslate at night. The
scene was an ordinary enough one, yet something about it-the way the



shadows flickered over those frescoes whose designs and motives she
could not quite make out, the way the candldight glowed in the dark,
liquid eyes-frightened her. She had thefeding of being achild, listening
to an adult discussion of smiling hate, a sense of something hideoudy
wrong whaose form and nature she could not understand. Though the
wavering light penetrated to al corners of the little bedchamber, with its
curtained bed and its delicate, jointed shirdar furnishings-though that
nervous illumination showed nothing but the three women, with their
long black hair and robes of white gauze-she knew they were not there
done.

She woke up sweating, knowing there was something with her in
the room.

The moon outsde wasfull. By the angle of the bars of silken light
streaming in through the window, she knew it waslatein the night. A
band of it lay acrossthe bed, pal pable as a gauze scarf; shefdt that,
had she dared move, she could reach across and pluck it up. Besde
her, the bed was empty. Sun Wolf would still be with Nanciormisand
the King, nursing his beer and telling war lies. She herself had been less
interested in getting to know them than shewasin going dert on
morning duty.

She did not move, but, from where she lay, she could see dmost
the whole room under the brilliance of the inpouring desert moonlight.

It was empty.
There was something there.

Her eyestouched every black pocket of shadow, every angle of
that ghostly radiance, from the spread of the cracks of the floor-like an
arcane pattern of unreadable runes-to the hard spark of the buckleson
her doublet and jacket, which lay thrown over the room's single chair.
The night cold wasicy on her face, the smdll of the dry mountainsfilled
her nogirilswith aclarity too vivid for dreaming.

Shewondered if it was watching her and what movement she
could make that might do any good.

Y ears of war had given her an ingtinct for danger. Whatever was
in the room with her, she had no doubt whatsoever that it was utterly



evil.

Shelay on theinner side of the wide bed, under ablack bearskin
and two quilts againgt the freezing night of the desert foothills. In her
fear there was none of the child-terror that wants only to pull the covers
over the head, secure in the knowledge that the evil will not violate that
sanctuary; her fear was adult. To reach the door, she would haveto rall
across the width of the bed; to reach the window, she must dive over
the foot. The sense of evil strengthened, locdlized; there should have
been a shadow there, crouching just beyond the foot of the bed where
the moonlight struck the brightest, but there was none.

Outside in the stables, the dogs began to howl.
Shefdt atweak and ajerk and saw the blankets move.

Then clear and distant, she heard Sun Wolf'svoice, like metal
scraping inthe cold, il night; and Nanciormis rich laugh. Nothing
moved, nothing changed in thet terrible il life of empty moonlight, but
shefelt the stir and shift of air and heard asound no louder than the
scratch of a cockroach's hard claws on the granite lump of the
threshold. Through the open door, she saw dust swirl in the court
outside, though no wind stirred the camel-bush just beyond.

Sherolled from the bed, pulling the topmost blanket off and
around her body. Automatically, she caught up her sword, knowing it
would be usdless. The court outside was drenched in liquid-silver
moonlight that shadowed every pebble, every stone of thelittle
well-head, every leaf of the came-thorn and sedges clustering around.
Not even an insect moved, but the dogs howled again, desperate,
terrified; from the stables, she heard the slamp of frightened hooves.
Sheforced hersdlf till, hidden in the shadows of the door. Acrossthe
court, an adobe gate made a pale blur in the shadows surrounding the
Hold-acrossthat granite monoalith, aline of shuttered windows marked
the Hall like arow of sghtless eyes. Above them, aba cony ran the
length of the building, every arched doorway looking onto it rimmedin
the silvery glow of the moon. In the checkered maze of shadow
between Hall and gate, Sun Wolf's voice echoed on the stone, bidding
Nanciormis good night. Though she could clearly see there was nothing
by the moonlit gate, ill terror filled her. She stepped into the fragile



splendor of the moon, cried out desperately, " Chief, look out!" and her
voice echoed againgt the high wall of the silent Hold.

Hating to, but knowing if the Wolf were in danger she must be
closer, she gripped her sword and ran forward into the court-and
stopped suddenly.

There was nothing beside the gate.

Of course, there never had been anything beside the gate-but it
was gone, now.

Sowly, not trusting her ingtincts, she moved again, her naked
sword in her hand, her other hand clutching tight the blanket wrapped
around her. Her heart was thudding in her chest, the air cold in her
nostrils againgt the warmth of her bresth, the dust chill beneath her fedt.

She stood beside the gate. There was nothing there, nor anywhere
d=seinthenight.

The soft scrape and rustle in the shadows made her turn sharply, in
time to see Sun Wolf drop over the low wall that bounded the empty
quarter, some distance from the little gate. He hesitated for amoment,
and she sgnded him to come. Her arm, where it held the blanket over
her, was amass of gooseflesh-she was trembling, though not entirely
with cold.

He had his sword in hand, the moonlight bitter asfrost on itsedge
and point. "What isit?"

She hesitated, not certain what to say. "I-I don't know. | didn't see
anything, but ... "

But what?

He studied her white, sharp face in the moonlight, with her
baby-fair hair, flattened by the pillow, sticking in dl directions, her gray
eyesdert and watchful asawarrior's, but puzzled, troubled. "Tracks?"

She shook her head. She sensed that she ought to fedl foolish, like
one who had wakened screaming from a nightmare about hens or
rabbits, but she didn't. The danger had been redl, that she knew. And
the Chief, may the Mother bless his balding head, accepted it as such.
They had fought shoulder-to-shoulder for along time and knew thet,



whiletheir observations might beinexplicable, they were a least not
inaccurate. He looked around him at the deserted court, asif scenting
the air for some trace whiff of evil, hissngle ydlow eye gleaming dmost
colorlessin the ripe moonlight. The aftershock was coming over her
with the memory of the fear; she was conscious of adesire for him to
hold her, for the rough, knobby fed of sword hilt and belt buckle
through the blanket, crushing againgt her flesh. Shetold hersdf not to
be stupid. In an emergency that kind of activity tied up one's sword
arm. Her ingtinctstold her the danger was over, but her mind and the
habits of alifetime of war refused quiteto trust. ™

"Comeon," hesaid softly. "Whatever it is, it seemsto be gone.”
He began to move toward her, then stopped himself and led the way
back down the stony path, a sword-length apart, like scouts on patrol.
Starhawk felt surprised at how sharply the rocksin the court cut her
bruised feet. She had not even noticed them, before. She and the Chief
flanked the dark dot of the cell doorway, entered-ready for
anything-though both were dmost certain that there was nothing inside.
And there was not.

While Sun Wolf was checking the room, Starhawk turned to look
back over her shoulder at the gate. It stood innocent under the blaze of
moonlight, no shadow touching its sand-worn pinelintels, nothing
moving the weeds around it. Something white drifting aong the ba cony
of the Hold made her raise her eyes; she could see afigure there, the
crysa glory of moonlight glinting in the gold dipsthat held hislong
black braids. He was gliding from archway to archway, asif seeking a
room-she remembered he and the Chief had been drinking and
remembered, a0, the telltale tracks of broken veinsthat at close
distance marked the commander's el egant nose.

But even though he seemed to have trouble finding which room
was his own, he moved with hisusua steady grace. He pushed asde
the curtain within one dark arch, and Starhawk thought she heard the
soft, startled cry of awoman's voice from within. But no scream
followed it; he stepped through into the darkness, and the darkness hid
him.



CHAPTER 4

Sun Wolf'sterm of employment asingructor in manlinessto the
Heir of Wenshar lagted dightly less than twelve hours-something of a
record, even for Sun Wolf.

He had the weedy, sullen boy dathered with herbed grease to
protect hisvirgina skin from the sun, and protesting al the way, out of
the fortress between dawn and sunup, running on the lizard-colored
ranges of scrub and camel-bush that spread out below the black granite
knoll of Tandieras. The blue dawn periods between the freezing cold of
night and the breathl ess daytime heat were brief; though, as autumn
advanced, they would lengthen. Asit was, Sun Wolf thought
disgustedly when Jeryn ssumbled to agasping halt after aquarter of a
mile, they were more than lavish.

"Thisisn't safe, you know," the boy panted sulkily and jumped
asde, lashing hishand at an inquigitive bee. He wiped at the swesat
tracking through the grease; stripped to alinen loincloth, with dust
plastering his scrawny legs and snarly hair, hewasasorry sight. "If a
sandstorm came up now, we couldn't get back.”

"True enough,” the Wolf agreed. And indeed, three days ago, on
theridein from the distant coast, he and the Hawk had been trapped in
acaveinthe black cliffs of the Dragon's Backbone by a sandstorm. He
hed fdlt it coming-the breathlessrise in temperature and the throbbing in
his head-long before the Hawk had, and that had saved them, alowing
them to reach cover in time. From the moment the cloudy line of white
had become visible on the desert horizon until al the world had been
swallowed by a screaming maglstrom of wind-driven sand had been
literally minutes. After the blinding brown darkness had passed, they'd
found the desert littered with the ruined corpses of prairie dogs and
cactus owls, theflesh literaly filed from their bones by the pebbles and
sand inthewind. In Tandierasit was said that even wearing the
protective white head veils of adesert rider, aman could be smothered
and dried to amummy in adrift of superheated dust within half an hour.

"But | can read the wegather; fed the ssorms before they hit, before
they even comeinto sight. | know there's nothing on the way.."



The boy shot him alook of sullen disbelief from black eyesthat
looked far too big for his pointy white face and retreated again behind
hiswall of slence. Sun Wolf had already found that, protest though he
might, the boy would never ask for help. Perhapsit was because he
had early learned that doing so would only worsen any situation with his
father.

Jeryn tried again. "Nanciormis never made me do this."

"And that'swhy you got winded after two minutes of exercise.”
Sun Wolf pushed back hislong hair-he had barely broken swest.
"We're going to do this every morning at thistime, and it'sgoing to be
hateful as hell for about three weeks, and there's nothing | can do about
that. Let'sgo.”

"I'm il tired!" the boy whined.

"Kid, you're gonnabetired for months," the Wolf said. "Y ou're
going to run back to the fortress and lift your weights and work alittle
with agtick with me, sometime before breskfast this morning. Now you
can either do it fast and have time to do other things you'd like, or dow.
It'suptoyou.”

The boy's full, soft mouth pursed up tight to hide the resentful
trembling of hislips, and he turned furioudy away. He began to race
back toward the Citadel at an angry, breakneck pace calculated, Sun
Walf thought, following with ahunting lion's dogtrot, to exhaust him
before he'd gone a third the distance.

He couldn't say that he blamed the boy. Since yesterday, he had
his own frustration and resentment to chew at hissoul.

Kaethas method of training was entirely different from the brief,
exhaudting exercise in memorization he had undergone with the witch
Yirth of Mandrigyn and from the dogged routines he had worked out
for himself. He had learned to meditate from Starhawk and did so
dawn and dusk, but Kaetha's ingtructions in meditation were more
complicated and involved her frequent intervention. ™Y ou must learn to
change the harmonies of the music of your mind,” she said, knedling
before him in the latticed shade of a corner of the public gardens of the
town, and Sun Wolf, to whom meditation had always been a matter of



inner silence, again fought the urge to dap that smug look off her face.

Asan exercisg, it seemed unbelievably trivia. But the White
Witch's other students didn't seem to think so. In their various shaded
niches aong the colonnade at the top end of the public gardenswhere
they usudly met, they were dl meditating with faces furrowed in either
concentration or ecstasy-both, Sun Wolf suspected irritably, for their
teacher's benefit. Starhawk meditated aone and had taught him to do
the same. The few times he had seen her at it, she had seemed relaxed,
amost adeep. But then, hethought wryly to himsdlf, it took more
than communion with her soul to disturb the Hawk's marble calm.
He had known her for nine years and was gtill trying to figure out what
it would take.

He could see her, down across the blasting afternoon sunlight of
the open court in theindigo arches of shade beyond, talking to the
grizzled Norbas Milkom, owner of the Golden Vulture Mine. The black
man's scarred face split with alaugh; by their gestures, they were
discussing the mountain campaign of eight years ago.

In the afternoons, when the heat of the day had begun to burn itself
off and the people woke from their sestas, haf the population of Pardle
Sho ended up in these gardens. The three acres of rambling
walkways-under arbors of grape, jacaranda, and phoenix-vine, or of
bare, sandy squares where occasional ancient orange and cypresstrees
stood but more often Smply native cactus-covered the last footd opes
of Mount Morian where the land wastoo irregular for even the builders
of Pardleto put houses. Before the Revolt, the gardens had origindly
bel onged to the governors of the dave-worked mines, and the ruins of
the Palace formed their southern boundary. But now they were the
favorite promenade of the town, where people came in the afternoons
to talk, hear gossip, meet their friends, flirt, transact personal business,
or listen to the sngerswho sat in their shaded corners, capsfull of
pennies before them. It wasn't unusud for itinerant teachersto meet
with their studentsthere; at the other end of the colonnade Sun Wolf
knew one brisk little man could aways be found teaching engineering to
aclassof oneor two.

Kaetha's voice cameto him, measured asif each word were a



precious thing to be cherished by its lucky recipient. "Purity of the body
isthe greatest necessity of magic,” she emphasized for thethird or
fourth time that day. She was speaking to Luatha Wdldig, afat,
discontented-looking woman of forty or so, dressed, like al of them
except the Wolf and Egaldus, the Trinitarian novice, in severe and
unbecoming black, but her glance flicked to Sun Wolf as she spoke.
"Without purity of the body-freedom from spiritousliquors, from
overindulgence, from the crudities of fornication-" she waslooking
draight a him as she emphasized theword, "-the mind remainsa
prisoner in the maze of the senses. The body must be pure, if themind
isto befree. All magic risesfrom the mind, the intellect, the reason.”

"That isn't true," Sun Wolf said, looking up.

Kalethas pink lipslost their curves and flattened into a
disapproving line. "Naturdly, you'd prefer not to believe 0."

He shook his head, refusing to be angered. Slowly, sammeringly,
not certain how to explain and oddly conscious of his scraped-out
croak of avoice, hesad, "Theintellect may learn to guide magic, but it
doesn't spring from the reason, any more than water is generated by the
pipeit flowsthrough.”

"Nonsense," Kdetha said briskly. "Reason and the ability to
control the base passions are the sole province of humans, and humans
aretheonly living cresturesto possessmagic.”

"But they aren't.”

The dark red brows climbed. "Oh? Are you telling me that camels
can turn sandstorms? Or house cats can read oracle-bones? Or do you
believe in funny little people we can't ssewho hidein cdlarsand clean
up the kitchens of deserving goodwives?'

Sun Wolf fdt the anger stir in him, and with it adesp unwillingness
to argue the point. Hefdt in his heart she waswrong, yet lacked the
technical expertiseto prove himsdf right-and lacked, till more, any
desireto pick and unravel at the smoky whole of hisingtincts.

Into hisslence, Anshebbeth said timidly, "Kaletha, when you
speak of purity-surely there are different sorts of-of physicd love.” She
spoke asif she could barely get the word out of her throat. Sun Wolf



stared at her in surprise, startled that she would defect from her
teacher's dightest utterance, much less do so to take up his side of the
question. In the harlequin sunlight of the ving's shade, her thin, white
cheeks were blotched with embarrassed red. " Can't-can't true love
be-be freeing to the soul aswell asto the body?

Kdethasighed. "Really, Anshebbeth.” Sheturned away.

The governessfdl slent, her thin hand stedling up to touch her
throat in its high collar, asif to massage away some dreadful tightness.

Sun Wolf considered her thoughtfully for amoment. She had
surely hed little to say to him, faling in obediently with Kaethas
contempt. But he remembered the look she'd once given him: covert
lust plunging immediately into scalding shame; held seen her, too,
hungrily following Nanciormiswith her eyes. He wondered how that
sharp, tense white face would look if it relaxed into laughter, and what
the masses of tight-braided black hair would fed like unraveling under a
man's caressing hand. But her gaze had aready gone back to Kaletha,
and sheleaned to catch what the White Witch was saying to Egaldus.
No man, heredized, would stand a chance of gaining Anshebbeth's
undivided attention if Kaletha were in the room-supposing that
he'd want it.

Manlike, he had smply considered her contemptible. Now,
redlizing what she had al her life given up for the sake of thiswoman's
bare approval, he saw her as pathetic.

Acrossthe court akingfisher glitter of brightness caught hiseye.
The Bishop Galdron had joined Norbas Milkom; the two men talked
gravely, the white-bearded patriarch with his glittering gold tabard and
the tough, scarred mine owner, the diamonds from hisrings flashing.
Starhawk had |eft them. A moment later he saw her walking aong the
colonnade with Nanciormis. Both the Bishop and the mine owner
watched the big Guards Commander disgpprovingly. If Nanciormis
was aware of their looks or their disgpprova he didn't show it; he
moved like aking, serene and eegant in his dashed red-velvet doublet
and flowing desert cloak, hisdark hair knotted up on the back of his
head againgt the afternoon's heat.



During their drinking bout last night, Sun Wolf had observed thet,
athough Nanciormis, like most of the men of the desert, tended to treat
women with acombination of courtliness and patronage, he recognized
the women of his guard as colleaguesin the arts of war and only flirted
with them with their tacit permisson. He wasnt flirting with the Hawk,
Sun Wolf could see. Hirtation was an art Starhawk had never
understood. She would gill occasionally give Sun Wolf ablank ook
when he complimented or teased her, which amused him. Beneath that
lionessfacade, she wasin some ways a startlingly innocent girl.

And yet ...

Last night came back to him, the sharp fear in Starhawk's voice as
sheld cdled to him from beyond the moonlit gate. She was not a
woman to run from shadows. Her fear had not been the timidity of a
woman asking aman's reassurance, but awarrior'sfear of avery redl
danger. There had been neither tracks nor marksin either the yard or
thelittle cell they shared.

Starhawk had not had any explanation, but, with ashiver, he
recalled the dead doves.

A shadow fell across him. He looked up to see Nanciormis. "l see
you've joined the would-be Summoners of Storm.” The big man braced
onethick shoulder against the arbor post with itstwisting of thick,
scraggy vines and looked genidly down a Sun Wolf. "A useful skill for
awarrior to acquire, now that there's no Wizard King to hunt you
down and kill you for it-but your time could be better spent.”

"If | were looking for skillsto augment war," the Wolf replied, "
don't doubt it. But | have quick-and-dirty wizardry aready."

"Have you?' The coffee-dark eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "I know
the servants al say you do. | only thought that meant you'd managed to
impressthe Lady Kaethain some fashion-not easy, I'll admit. What
then do you seek here?’

Sun Wolf was silent for along time, looking up into that fleshy,
handsome face with its high cheekbones and aguiline nose aready
flecked with broken veins. The dark eyes, with their shadows of
pouches and wrinkles, were both wise and cynica, but therewas no



dismisd inthem.

After afew momentshe said, "I don't know. If I knew, it would be
easer. A man can learn to fight in the streets and taverns, but againgt a
warrior, trained and disciplined, he's no match in along fight; and he
can't use that knowledge for anything else.”

Nanciormis brow puckered. He clearly did not understand. Sun
Wolf had guessed dready, from the doppiness with which Jeryn had
been trained that he would not. Sun Wolf guessed that in Nanciormis
younger days-and he couldn't be much above thirty-five now, though
his portliness made him look ol der-he had been anotable warrior. But
hisvery abilities, like hisnatural charm, had spared him from having to
learn discipline. Never having had to learn anything beyond what he
aready knew, he was aman who lived on the surface of things-adept
but unimaginative. Having never been defested, he operated on the
unconscious assumption that he never would be. A professiona would
destroy him.

Therewasasmall stirring among Kaethas disciples now, asshe
moved across to spesk to Starhawk. Beyond her, Sun Wolf could see
Egadus fade unobtrusively into the shadows. A littleto hissurprise, he
redlized the novice was using acloaking-spell, ameans of nonvisibility,
to avoid the notice of his master, the Bishop, on the other side of the
garden. It was one of thefirst magics Sun Wolf had learned to use, and
the young man did it with congderable skill. Only by concentrating
could the Wolf keep him in sight; the shadows of the twisted grapevines
lay like ablind over the bright hair and the embroidered blue and white
of hisrobes. Anshebbeth, too, the Wolf noticed, had grown very quiet,
gazing down at her thin hands.

Nanciormis beckoned him, and the Wolf rose to follow down the
shaded aide of cracked and uneven tiles. The commander glanced
back at Starhawk-leaning against agnarled wisteriavine, her head a
little on one Side as she talked to K& etha-then across at Milkom and
the Bishop again. "I'd advise you to be alittle careful who seesyou
here," he said softly. "Witches have abad namein Wenshar, as| told
you lagt night. Whatever you think Kaethamight give you may not be
worth what you'l haveto pay for it."



That morning, across the speckled range land, Sun Wolf had seen
the dark, jagged line of the Haunted Mountains, guarding the secrets of
the ancient city of Wenshar. But Kaetha had grown angry when hed
asked her about it and had spoken of other things. It struck him now
that though, with the decline of the day's hesat the gardens werefilling up
with off-shift miners, cattle herders, and young people of the town, no
casud grollers came up thisfar from the gardens below. He had
enough experience with human nature to redize that thiswas not from
tolerance. If fear had not kept them away, he thought, they'd be
gawking and heckling like bumpkins a afair.

Fear of Kaletha? he wondered. Or-of what?

"| see you managed to catch my nephew for sword practice this
morning,” Nanciormiswent on, hiseyetrailing appreciatively after a
fair-haired girl strolling down the colonnade on the other sde of the
court until the shadows at its end swallowed her. "What do you think of
him?'

What Sun Wolf thought of him was that he'd been very poorly
taught. But heonly said, "Y ou cantt tell anything on thefirst day.
They're dways eager to impress you with how much they aready
know." That gpplied to himself, he thought ruefully amoment later, as
well asto Jeryn.

Nanciormislaughed. "If you do aswell tomorrow you'll be lucky.
The boy has a certain quickness, but he'slazy and, | suspect, a
coward. I'vetried to push him into courage, or at least put himin
Stuations where held be forced to master hisfears, but he's clever at
hiding. He can disgppear for hours when there's something afoot he
doesn't want to do. I'vetried to get him onto something abit more
manly than that pudding-footed dug of a pony he'shad sincehewasa
toddler-Tazey rides other horses with no trouble, but hewon't. And as
for venturing even afew yards out onto the desert ... "

"Has anyone ever taught him to survivein the desert?'

"How, when he won't poke his nose outside the library?'
demanded Nanciormis, amused. "In any case, he's so afraid of going
out there that he's not likely to need the knowledge. If you can do



anything to increase his nerve, well dl be grateful-hisfather most of all.
Hisfather's never had much usefor him."

"Even though he'sthefirg heir born to Wenshar since the Ancient
House of Wenghar failed?"

The dark eyes did sharply sdeong to him, then flicked away.
"Osgard's dways been in an ambivaent position about Jeryn. Heis, as
you say, the heir, and Osgard has enough pride in the realm that he
wants the boy to be ableto hold it after him. But Ciannis died bearing
him. I'm told it was a bad pregnancy, and she nearly lost him twice.
Osgard saw then and sees now that in some fashion he was obliged to
trade awoman he loved for achild who waslike asickly rabbit in his
infancy and who turned bookish the minute he learned to read. Book
learning isdl very well inaruler, but there are other things, asthereare
other things besides war-not that the citizen-kings, the war-kings before
Osgard ever understood style, beauty, or respect for the ancient ways.
But Jeryn's snesky and furtive aswell as cowardly."

"l expect, if my father drank himself maudlin and hated mefor
killing my mother, 1'd be snesky and furtive, too."

Nanciormis gave him a sharp look. "Osgard never used to drink
himsdlf sodden that way before Ciannisdied.”

"No," the Wolf said, "I don't expect he did."” They had reached the
end of the colonnade; the lengthening of the afternoon light had shifted
the shade of the trellises overhead, and bars of puma-colored light
sprawled across the worn tile of the walkway. Acrossthe court, he
could catch the faint burring of amandolin badly played and anasd
Voice snging snatches of apopular song. In an hour he'd haveto locate
Jeryn again for another lesson before dinner and he had the fedling this
wasn't going to be as easy asthis morning had been. The novelty hed
definitey worn off.

He glanced back in Kaethas direction. The Bishop of Pardle
having taken hisleave, Egaduswas standing at her Sde, listening to her
conversation with his heart in his sky blue eyes. Kalethaasked him
something. He gestured with the grace of one trained to the theatrics of
Trinitarian liturgy and plucked aball of greenish light from the air. It



shone softly againgt hisfingersin the shadows. Kaethalaid ahand on
his shoulder and nodded approvingly. Anshebbeth looked away, her
thin lips pursed.

"What about hissister?' Sun Wolf asked. "It would do him good
to have asparring partner. | think she'sasensible girl, and she's enough
older than hethat hewon't fed belittled if she beats him. Shelooksasif
she'd be good, too. | watched her in the war dance. She moveslikea
warior."

Nanciormis grinned. " She should. When shewas alittle girl there
wasn't aboy in the town she couldn't trounce in either afight or aball
game. She can ride anything with four hooves and dances like abird on
thewing. I'm afraid it wouldn't do, though.”

"No. The boy doesn't like her?' Sun Wolf guessed.

"Worships her-or at least he did, up until ayear or so ago. He
tolerates her now, as boys do with older ssters.” A gust of swallows
swirled down into the centra court, perching on the stonerim of the
nearly dry fountain there to drink. Bees were coming out as well,
dipping down to the water that was fed by springsweling from the
harsh stones of the Dragon's Backbone. Sun Wolf guessed there would
be water in these fountains year-round.

Nanciormiswent on, "No, it isn't a problem with Jeryn. But asyou
know, Tazey's going to be married to Incarsyn of Hasdrozaboth. HEll
be heretomorrow for the final negotiations. And while among my
people there isthe occasiona warlady, it certainly would not do for
their lord to marry one, or for Osgard to-shal we say?-foist one off
upon him asawife. Nor would Incarsyn want such awoman-certainly
his sister would not and she'sthe true ruler of the Dunes. The marriage
isapolitical expedient to tie these-" He paused, catching himself up
over some epithet he had been about to apply to the sons of daves
imported from the north to work the slver mines, who had taken the
best of the foothills land from the Desert Lords and pushed them
deeper into the wastes of the K'Chin. Then he concluded the phrase.
"-these new rellmsto the Ancient Houses, even as hisown was. But,
aswith Osgard's marriage to my sister, there can beromanceinit as
well. Incarsyn isyoung and comely, but heisaman of the shirdar and



not apt to take to awoman who istoo adept in wielding asword.”

Sun Wolf glanced aong the colonnade. Like sheets of opaque
gold, the sunlight lay between the arbor pillars now, blinding and
giflingly hot whereit struck. The contrast with the twisted shade of the
vine-shdltered bay where Kaethaand her small group of students sat
was dazzling. Their dark robes blended with the shadows, the faces
only awhite blur like cutouts from paper. Kaethawas speaking to
them dl, her voice a soft, hypnotic drone, whispering hidden secrets of
magic and power. Beside them, leaning on the pillar, Starhawk stood
listening, the shearing brilliance of the sunlight lying dappled over her
sguare shoulders and close-cropped hair like wind-scattered petals.

He amiled alittleto himsdf and said smply, "That'shisloss.”

"Captain.”

Sun Wolf, whose single eye was good enough to distinguish in the
polished brass of ashield on the armory wall the reflection of the man
who stood in the doorway shadows said, "My Lord?" before turning.
"Keep at it, boy," he added, as Jeryn automatically lowered his sword.
"An enemy's not going to give you timeto rest your arm, so neither will
[

The red-lipped little mouth tightened angrily, but the boy turned
back to the ironwood hacking-post. His strokes againgt it barely
splintered the wood. Down, backhand, forehand-down, backhand,
forehand-each blow with itslaborious windup and finish was a separate
action, with no carry-through of momentum from one blow to the next.
Sun Woalf turned to face the King.

"I'd like aword with you."

"Y ou're paying for my time," the Wolf responded, walking over to
the broad arch of the door. The faint, uneven tup ... tup ... of sted on
unyielding wood echoed softly in the stone vaults of the round room
with its high-up ring of windows, amuted percussion behind the words
they spoke.

"Damn right I'm paying for your time," Osgard said. He stood
foursgquare, his shoulders broad in their straining doublet of dull bronze,



the wide gold chain over his shoulders catching little chips of light onits
S-shaped links. Asusud, the King's neck ruff was undoneand lay in
limp disorder under his chin; also, asusud, he smelled faintly of stale
wine. "And what I'm not paying for isto have it said that my son'sbeing
taught by witches."

Sun Wolf hooked his thumbs over the broad lesther belt of hiswar
kilt. Salty droplets of swest hung from the ends of histhin, wet-dark
hair and trickled down through the gold rug of hair on hisback. His
rusted voice was soft. "Who saysthis?'

"Areyou denyingit?'
"No. I'mjust curiousto know who saysit."

"l have that carrot-headed bitch in my Household out of respect to
my dead wife and because I'd rather, if we do have awitch in Wenshar
again, that she was under my eye rather than scheming in the pay of the
shirdar lords or the Middle Kingdoms. But I've told her to keep her
distance from my children. I'm not having talk start about them, and,
God knows, there's been talk enough, with that deek little tomcat
Egddus sneaking here from the Bishop's pdace and Gadron dl ina
it over it. Well, | won't haveit, | tdll you!"

Hisface was scarlet with its mottled network of broken veins, his
voice, in the stone vaults of the room, was like thunder. The chop of
sword against wood had ceased.

"Nobody in my life ever asked mewhat I'd have or | wouldn't
have" Sun Wolf replied, hissingle eye narrowing, "and I'll lay odds
nobody ever asked you, either. Now, you can push your son into being
what you want him to be, but what | am and who | spend my time with
isno affar of yours.

"I'm not pushing anyone!" Osgard roared. "Don't play the sophist
withme! | get enough of that from Kaetha and that damned Bishop!
My sonismy affar, and my Household ismy affair, and | won't haveit
sad there are witches teaching the Heir of Wenshar!”

Goaded, Sun Wolf snapped, "I'm teaching him swordsmanship,

rot your eyes, not poxy divination-I couldn't teach him divination if |
wanted to!"



"I'd better not hear of you keeping company with that damned
womanagan..."

"If you don't want to hear of it, then you'd better stop gossiping
with your laundry women!"

The guess was evidently correct, for the King's face went redder,
if that were possible, and Sun Wolf set himsdf for asde step and a
blow. But the King only drew deep ragged breaths, histhick,
liquor-scarred face working with rage. "Get out of here.”

Forcing down his own anger, Sun Wolf turned in silence and went.
Asde from the fact that it was astupid quarrel, he knew that cadm
acquiescence would be more annoying to Osgard than reciprocated
wrath-and he wasright. As he walked past him into the trapped hest of
the stone corridor, Osgard bellowed, "GET OUT OF HERE!" The
shout rang in the groins of the roof like beaten steel. A moment later he
heard the Singing clatter of meta and knew that the King must have
strode to snatch the boy-sized sword from his son'shand and hurl itin
rage against the wall. But he did not look back to see.

In the little adobe room on the edge of the empty quarter heleft a
note: Gone to the hills. Then he singled his own dgppled gelding from
the palace cavy, saddled up, and left Tandieras as the sun touched the
broken edge of the Dragon's Backbone like a phoenix settling to rest.

CHAPTER 5

For her part, Starhawk was not unduly disconcerted by Sun
Wolf's disappearance. She had long experience with his habit of
sorming off in arageto be by himsdlf for hours, days, or sometimesa
week or more-and she had her own suspicions about where he had
gone. From the open watch-station on the highest tower of the Citadel
of Tandieras where she stood guard duty, she could ook acrossthe
flatlands to where the isabel-line scrub country faded into the vast plain
of blackish, pea-sized gravel cdled the reg-tredless, waterless, lifeless,
stretching away to join the ergs, the dune seas of the south. Though the
sun had barely cleared the shoulders of Mount Morian, the desert had
aready begun to shimmer with the heat. Through the wavering air could



be seen, like the dark spine of a half-buried skeleton, the Haunted
Range, which guarded the dead city of Wenshar at itsfeet.

With Starhawk this morning was Taswind of Wenshar, the dry
wind flicking & her tawny hair asit stirred in the turban of whitevells
that Starhawk, like the other guards, wore to protect her head from the
desert sun. Instead of her usud boy'sriding clothes, Tazey worea
gown of rose-colored wool; following the girl's absent gaze, Starhawk
could guesswhy. Around the tower, the Citadel lay spread out like a
peasant's counterpane of blackish grays and maroons and adozen
faded hues of homespun buff, stitched here and there with the dull
green of dusty bullweed and cactus. The square block of the Hold lay
amost directly underfoot-the Hall, the King's solar and his bedchamber
beyond, the long ba cony which connected the rooms of his Household,
the sorawl of Women's Hall and Men's, and the brighter quadrangle of
the kitchen gardens.

From up here, Starhawk could see the small cell where sheand
the Wolf had stayed and the little gate that led from the empty quarter
to the dark, granite courts beneath the bal cony of the Household. The
empty quarter beyond lay like apicked skeleton-a jumbled chaos of
adobe wdlls, five and six feet thick, decaying back into the mud of
which they were formed, atangle of shadows over which doves stirred
likewindblown leaves.

Starhawk, neither sentimenta nor concerned about proving her
courageto hersdlf or anyone else, had dept last night in abunk in the
Women's Hall with the laundresses, scullery maids, and female guards,
and had dept well.

Where the stables ran into the vacant quarter therewas a
harshness of new yellow wood and unwesthered tiles. A row of old
shops and halls had been converted into stabling for the white horses of
the shirdar lord, Incarsyn of Hasdrozaboth, and quartersfor his
servants and guards. Elsawhere, more repairs marked the rooms where
he himsalf was housed. A scrap of red bunting from yesterday's
welcome gtirred in the tepid morning wind like astrayed hair ribbon. It
was to these roomsthat Tazey's eyes were drawn.

"New earrings,”" Starhawk commented after amoment, not adding



that Tazey had aso done up her hair differently to complement thetiny,
lustrous teardrop stones. "Were they part of his groom-gift?"

The girl'sface went pink like a deep-desert sunset. "No," she said,
and shyly met the Hawk's eyes. "He sent these to me thismorning al on
his own, not because he had to-1 mean, they weren't heirlooms of his
house or anything. He bought them new in the market, just for me.
They're sand-pearls.”

Starhawk studied the odd, peerl-like stones found so rarely in the
wadteland stream beds. "And, if you'l forgive mefor being crass,” she
sad, "not cheap.”

Tazey blushed till pinker, recognizing that Starhawk understood
the compliment their cost implied. The Lord of the Dunes had arrived
yesterday with hisretinue, and, in the ensuing twenty-four hours,
Starhawk had seen Tazey undergo atransformation from an
unselfconscious girl to ayoung lady who knows hersdlf to be not only
wanted, but desired. It was arole she was not used to, but the very
novelty, a the moment, gave her asparkle of untasted ddlight.
Whatever ese could be said about Incarsyn of Hasdrozaboth, at least
he knew the proper way of dealing with a bride who had been given no
choice of her groom.

The girl shook her head, took a deep breath, and met her eyes.
"Warlady, listen,” she said. "I-1 need to talk to you. | think | need help,
but it can't get to Father. Will you promise?’

"No," said Starhawk camly, and saw the girl'stanned facefdll.
Shelooped back atrailing end of her white vells. "Y our father pays me
for my loyalty-l can't promise not to tell him something I don't know,
when it might touch the safety of hisredlm. But | do promisel'll give
youasmuchas| can.

Tazey |ooked relieved and nodded, understanding the distinction.
Starhawk had timeto think obliquely, Sheisn't pregnant and she
hasn't learned some invasion plan of Incarsyn's ... beforethegirl
sad, "lt's Jeryn. HEsgone.”

"When?'

She shook her head. "This morning-maybe last night. | don't



know. Y ou know Father had afight with Captain Sun Wolf."

Starhawk shrugged impatiently, "The Chief fightswith everyone he
worksfor. It'snothing. Hell be back.”

"Jearyn ... " Tazey hestated. " Jeryn asked methe night the Chief |eft
if he'd gonefor good. He said he didn't think so, sSince you were il
here. And | said, I-1 thought he might have gone to the old city of
Wenghar."

Starhawk's eyes narrowed. "Why did you think that?"

The absinthe green gaze avoided hers. "It'sthe sort of place he
might go if-if hewere interested in magic and wasn't afraid of the
dories." Her face dtill averted, she hurried on, "And then thismorning, |
went to Jeryn's room because-because he'd been upset yesterday.
Uncle Nanciormis said something to him at hislessons yesterday-you
know Uncle's back teaching him?1 think he called him acoward ... "
She looked back at the Hawk, grief and hurt in her face at what she
could neither control nor repair. "And heisn't acoward, redly heisn't.
Only ... Anyway, hisbed was empty. And I'm afraid he's gone after the
Captain.”

Starhawk considered thisin silence for some moments, wondering
how much of the obvioudly fabricated tale was based in truth. Tazey's
gaze had falen-she was an appalingly poor liar. Her hands, long and
dender like Nanciormis and presumably her mother's, though they
were burned brown as a cowhand's by the sun, pleated nervoudy at
the slk-finefolds of her skirt.

"Youredizeit'sfar morelikely he's hiding somewhere becauseit's
timefor hislessons? Especidly if your uncleésbeen cdlinghima
coward."

Tazey'sface flushed, and she shook her head emphaticaly. "I-I've
looked indl hisusua hiding places. HEs not in the Fortress. | know it.”

Starhawk forbore to ask her how she knew, knowing she would
only get another evasion. She glanced out across the reg toward the
crumbling black line of the Haunted Range, hiding behind its curtain of
heat dance, then back at the girl. "I'm not free until after breskfast." By
the angle of the shadows that lay across the face of the Binnig Rock,



the giant granite half-dome which loomed above the jumbled shoulders
of the Dragon's Backbone where they crowded closeto Tandieras
knoll, that would befairly soon. "After thislong, | don't think an hour
either way will make much difference to Jeryn." She added, "Y ou know
it can't bejust you and me."

The girl swalowed gpprehensively. "I goriding dl the time without
‘Shebbeth.”

"That's not what | mean and you know it," the Hawk said, her
voice gruff. "Could you trust Incarsyn?'

Therewas along silence while Tazey struggled between what she
knew to be true and what she wished to believe about the man she was
required to marry. Then she shook her head. "He wouldn't understand.”
She groped for away to phrase the fact that the Prince, who, she
wanted to think perfect, in fact had very littlein common with her. "He
wouldn't think it proper that | go. | mean, that | rideahorse... ™
Miserably, she added, "Among his people, noble ladies dl ridein
litters™

She broke off, looking awvay again, fighting off the tightnessin her
throat that was not in keeping with the romance of the Prince's ardent
wooing. The worst of it was, Starhawk supposed, that Incarsyn
would never understand.

But there was nothing she could say; to avoid anything worse, she
stuck to the matter at hand. "WEéII find some of the guard who'll keep
their mouths shut. Y ou probably know them better than |. Be thinking
about that between now and breskfast.”

"All right." Rdieved not to have that open wound sympatheticaly
prodded, Tazey smiled, gathered up ahandful of skirts, and picked her
way carefully down the ladder to the tower room below. A few minutes
later, Starhawk could see her as aforeshortened oval of rose pink and
straw, hurrying from the door at the tower's base towards the Hall.

A good and dutiful daughter, shethought, with ironic pity, doing
her best to meet halfway a bridegroom whom she had no choice but to
accept. And what choice had she? She had not even the freedom to
choose, as Starhawk had once chosen, the solitary mysticism of the



convent over alife as some man's cherished brood mare and bedmeate.
The aliance with some Desert Lord not quite powerful enoughto bea
threat had to be made-the dowry had aready been paid. Had the girl
been able to make one good, cogent argument to her father againgt the
match, she might have had a chance. But she could not, even to hersdlf,
alow thejoy of her own freedom as areason. Why give up aman who
bore dl conventiona resemblance to the prince of your dreams on the
groundsthat you would never be ableto ride again?

Starhawk shook her head. The inconvenience of believing in the
Mother-or the Triple God of the Trinitarians, for that matter-wasthe
belief that events had some kind of universal meaning. Sun Wolf, at
least, was secure in the knowledge that the spirits of his departed
ancestors were no more able to control the random events of thisworld
than he was-though, being dead, they could see them coming. She
hersalf had long since given up trying to guess good fromiill and let them
al moveinthelnvigble Circle asthey would. But her heart hurt for the
girl, nevertheless.

Starhawk saw Prince Incarsyn an hour and ahdf later, when she
cameto her late breakfast in the Hall. A few years younger than she, he
was dazzlingly handsome, with the graceful vitaity of aman who thinks
with his body rather than hisintellect. The clothing of the desert added
to thefera beauty of his movements-loose trousers and haf-boots, a
tunic of dark indigo silk, thick with gold embroidery, and, over dl, the
flowing white cloak of the shirdar. Like dl thefolk of the desert, he had
acomplexion of sun-dyed bronze and black, curly hair, clubbed back
from histemplesin jeweed pinsand faling dmost to hiswaist behind.
He paused in the act of handing Tazey gracioudy down from the daisto
bow to Starhawk as she entered, and Tazey wavered, her hand till in
his, torn between excusing hersdlf from him to speak to Starhawk and
prolonging his attentionsto her.

It didn't help, of course, that Incarsyn had absolutely no doubt that
she would accompany him.

Starhawk said, "Let me get my breskfast, and I'll seeyou in afew
minutes," and the girl nodded, grateful to be spared the awkward
choice. Feeling Tazey to be shy as he conducted her toward the Hall



door, Incarsyn chivaroudy carried the weight of the conversation,
clearly attributing her confusion to himsdlf. His soft, well-modulated
voice was |ost among the other mingled voices echoing in the high
ceiling of the Hall as Starhawk made her way to Kdetha's smal table.

"l dont likeit," Norbas Milkom was grumbling at the High Table
beside the King. He reached into the dish of ham before him, asplash
of rainbows dancing from adiamond the Size of arabbit'seye on his
gnarled black finger. "I told you before and I'm here to tell you again-|
don't likeit, and the minersdont like it. Thismarrying into the tribes!
Why can't the girl belet to wed her own kind, en? One of my boys or
Quaa Ambergados son. The Three Gods know we're as wedthy as
any Desart Lord skulking about the sands with his handful of followers
and goats-money we came by honestly, digging it from the ground with
our hands, not plundering it from traders.”

Nanciormis, stting at the King's other side, said nothing, but his
pouchy eyes glinted at thisdight to his people. Starhawk saw
Anshebbeth-in hovering attendance on Tazey and her betrothed, but
close enough to the High Table to be eavesdropping as usua-turn and
glare back a Milkom with smoldering indignation.

Was her anger for the sake of the shirdar - Anshebbeth's own
people, though she worked in the King's Household and had given
up going veiled as the deep-desert women did? Starhawk
wondered, Or could it be for Nanciormis sake? It had not been lost
upon Starhawk that, while she should have been keeping an eye on her
charge, Anshebbeth's glance kept straying to the commander's broad,
green velvet shoulders.

"Kings must marry their own kind, Norbas," Osgard said patiently.
"If she did not wed one of the Desert Lords, it would have to be the
son of one of the Lords of the Middle Kingdoms."

"Why mugt it?' Milkom demanded, the old triba scarring on his
face flexing with hisfrown like braids of rope. On Nanciormis other
sde, the Bishop Gadron leaned forward amid aglitter of bullion
embroidery and jeweled deeve borders.

"l confessto a certain gpprenension for the welfare of the Princess



Taswind'ssoul,” hesaid in hismdlifluousvoice. "The shirdar are
pagans, remember, worshiping the djinns of the desert. Asawoman of
an Ancient House, she will haveto beinitiated into the cult of the
women of thefamily. There are evil influencesthere ... ™

"The old beard-wagger sees evil influences under his chamberpot.”
The voice spoke dmost in Starhawk's ear. She swung around, startled,
to the place she'd thought vacant at her left-dammit-she'd turned her
head amoment ago and seen it vacant. The novice Egadus st there, a
cup of coffee cradled between hiswell-kept hands, smiling in discreet
triumph at her and Ka etha's astonishment.

"Not bad, eh?" he grinned, eyes dancing like the boy he still mostly
was.

Kaletha's back seemed to lengthen. " Scarcely a seemly use of
your powers."

"Kaetha..." He reached across Starhawk, to put ahand over the
Witch's cold, white fingers. Kaethamade asif she would draw away,
but did not. "I'll have to be in attendance on him this afternoon. Perhaps
if | camelater?' The bright blue eyes were ardent with hope. Kaletha
averted her face, but her hand remained whereit was. "l have
power-you raised it in me," he coaxed softly. ™Y ou're the only onewho
can teach me. Please.”

He certainly knew how to ask, Starhawk thought, amused. No
wonder Sun Wolf annoyed Kaletha.

Old Nexués voice croaked out, "Wdll, it'sher Little Mgesty!" and
Starhawk glanced up to see Tazey had come back into the Hall. "Been
giving you awee taste of the wedding-night beef?' Tazey, blushing
furioudy, hurried over to where Starhawk sat as the old woman and the
gaggle of laundresses with her, hooting with lewd glee and making
gestures and comments as old as woman and man, pushed their way
out the kitchen door and back to their work. The King and his party
had risen and | eft; the High Table was empty now save for Nanciormis,
who sat adone, long fingers stroking the silver wine cup before him, his
dark, curving brows pulled together in thought. Anshebbeth, lingering
on the daisin some private reverie, jerked about at the old woman's



firgt cackle and stamped her foot, cdling furioudy after her, "Stopit!
How dareyou, you filthy hag!"
But by that time, Nexué had gone.

" 'Shebbeth, don't,” pleaded Tazey, though her own cheeks were
red asif burned. "She didn't mean any harm.”

As she and Starhawk climbed the dark inner stair to her rooms so
that she could changeto riding clothes and head veils, she added
"She-and Kaletha, who just burns up inside about it-should know by
now that Nexué always gets worse about something if you show you're
upset over it."

At the corra s they were joined by two young guards named
Pothero and Shem, who, Starhawk guessed, had been childhood
friends of Tazey's. Asthey came near, Shem, who wasthe tdler of the
two and black, said, "Jeryn's pony, Walleye, isgone.”

Tazey flinched, startled, then recovered herself and nodded. "Yes,
I-1 know," she stammered-but she hadn't known. If she had, Starhawk
thought, adjusting her veils, she'd have brought it in as evidence. She
knew he was gone, but wasn't about to tell me how. Withthe
uneasy sense of edges not matching, she mounted the stringy yellow
dun the boys had saddled for her and followed Tazey through the
Fortress gate and down the knoll, swinging through the steep rocks and
out onto the desert floor. The two young guards brought up the rear,
head vellsfluttering in the dry mid-morning hegt.

The dtillness of the air increased Starhawk's disquiet. The horses
hooves were a swift splatter of sound, like thrown water on the hard,
dusty earth; the electric qudity of the air prickled against her exposed
cheeks. It was autumn, the season of the killer ssorms-the season of the
Witches, they cdled it in Wenshar. She knew there was no telling when
such astorm would strike. They were riding across the open palm of
fete

"Why do you think Jeryn went seeking the Chief in Wenshar?' she
asked, asthejutting, dark mass of Tandieras knall, the Fortress, and
the looming, eroded shoulders of the Binnig Rock dwindled to ragged
darkness behind them. Ahead, the ground lay hard and speckled dun,



studded with widdly spaced tufts of wiry grass and an occasiona
waxy-leaved camd-bush. In spite of the nearness of the winter, it was
gl fiflingly hot; hest dances, turned the air to water, conceding the
broken line of dark, glazed sandstone mountains far ahead. "And don't
say you don't know," added Starhawk quietly, and Tazey bit her lip.

For awhile, the girl only concentrated on the barren landscape
before them, her gloved hands sure and steady on thereins. Then she
ducked her head alittle, asif ashamed.

"Asl sad," she murmured, "Wenshar iswhere amage would go.
Because of the Witches."

"Who?'
Her voice was barely audible over the soft thud of hooveson
stone-hard earth. " The Witches of Wenshar."

Starhawk urged her horse up beside the girl's thick-necked bay,
so that they rode knee to knee. "I've never heard of them.”

"Father doesn't like them talked about.” Tazey glanced nervousy
at Starhawk, then away. "There used to be asaying-there dill is, in the
town-"Wicked as the Witches of Wenshar.' Only sometimesit's
'Wicked as the Women of Wenshar,' because dl the women of the
Ancient House of Wenshar were witches. Their souls were damned
because of it, the Bishop says. They could summon the sandstorms, or
dismissthem; they could part the windswith their hands, or call
darknessin broad day just by combing their hair, or summon the dead.
They were cruel and evil and they ruled dl these lands aong the
foothills of the Dragon's Backbone, before the Lords of the Middle
Kingdoms came and took the lands awvay and dominated the other
Desart Lords. | supposeit'swhy Father was so angry when he found
out any teacher of Jeryn's was mageborn.”

"Because of the reputation they gave the mageborn in Pardle
Sho?" Starhawk asked, puzzled.

Tazey turned to look at her, green eyeswide in the gauze frame of
rippling veils. "Because of Mother. She wasthe last Princess of the
Ancient House of Wenshar. Father is afraid-has aways been
afraid-that people would say the evil isin our blood. And it isn't,” she



added earnedtly, asif worried that Starhawk would think so, too.
"Jeryn can't sand Kdetha. |1-"

Starhawk raised ahand, silencing her, and reined in. " Stay back,"
she ordered the others sharply, aready swinging down from the saddle
as Tazey drew rein beside her. "Don't foul the ground.”

"What isit?'

They had reached the harsh, stone plain of thereg, alandscape
that made the desolate scrub closer to the foothills seem apleasure
garden. Here nothing grew, nothing lived. The seeds which dept
elsawherein the desert soil, awaiting rain, had long ago died in their
deep; the eternd carpet of pebbleslay hot, black, and utterly lifeless
underfoot. Starhawk felt the burn of it through the soles of her boots,
through the buckskin knee of her breeches whereit touched the
ground, and through her gloved hands. The sorms could turn the reg
into aflaying hail of rock-the riders had stopped twice dready, to pick
the smdll, vicious stones from their horses feet. Now Starhawk picked
up asmal stone and held it to the hot afternoon sun. On its upper edge
was afaint smudge of blood.

She smdled it, then wet her finger and touched the dried patch of
brown. "Last night, it lookslike." Shetossed it down.

"L ook, herésmore." Pothero sprang down alittle further on. The
smudge on that stone was smdller, barely afleck.

"Not drops." Starhawk squinted out over the bleak, stony carpet
of thereg. In the heat-shimmer, eroded columns of sun-blackened
stone rose from the barren pebbles, some singly, othersin ragged lines.
Tsuroka, the shirdar called them-guards posted by the desert djinnsto
keep watch on the dead land. "How much did Jeryn know about
horses, Tazey?"

The girl shook her head. "Not much. He hated riding. He always
got sunburned because held never do it enough, and it made his bottom
sore. And Father and Uncle Nanciormis were dways making him ride
horses too strong for him-to build up his courage, they said.”

Starhawk cursed without hedt.
Tazey went on, "Walleye used to be my pony; hewasjust afat,



old dug Jeryn could ride on when he was about five. But he dways
liked the pony best because he wasn't afraid of him."

"Is heafraid of horses?'

The girl hesitated, thinking about it. "Not horsesin generd,” she
sad after amoment. "But of the horses

Uncdlegiveshim, yes. And they are pretty high-spirited.” She
gmiled. "Thisonel'mriding isredly his"

"Your father," began Starhawk, looking &t the jittery, restive bay.
Then she sighed, and et the observation go unmade. "Fan out,” she
ordered the guards. "L ooks like poor old Walleye picked up astone.
Seeif you can find any more traces.”

There was more blood, further on. When, amile and ahalf later,
they came to awide patch of gray sand left by last week's storm, even
the eterna sweep of the desert winds had not been able to eradicate
wholly the marks which indicated that Jeryn had still beenriding his
pony. Starhawk cursed again'-the viscera oaths that only worshipers of
the Mother can contemplate.

"He doesn't know any better," Tazey pleaded unhappily.

"Then he shouldn't have charge of adefensdless brute,” Starhawk
retorted. "He probably thought the poor thing's gait was out because of
thegravd.”

She straighted up, to scan the hot, southern horizon for the fiftieth
time that afternoon. But the earth lay silent. The dividing line between
black and blue was sharp and clean asif cut with aknifeand arule.
The shadows lay over toward the east, kohl-dark and lengthening.
They had come nearly twenty miles from the foot of Tandieras Pass,
with nearly ten more to go toward the shalow inward curve of the
eastward cliffs of the Haunted Range where the City of Wenshar had
lan.

Uneasly, Shem said, "We're not going to find Jerynin theruins
before dark.”

Beneath hisveils, Pothero's dark eyes shifted. Sories, Tazey had
sad. What stories, concerning a city a century and a half dead?



"Hell know well belooking for him," Shem offered encouragingly.
He unwound hisvellsalittle to take adrink from one of the waterskins.
Histeeth flashed in an uneasy grin. "Hell, helll probably be waiting for
us on the edge of the ruins, or be arting back, lame pony or no lame
pony. He won't want to bein that place when night comes any more
then-"

"If hemadeit that far." Starhawk walked afew pacesforward and
picked up something from the ground-asingle thread of white mudin,
but bright as a banner against the leaden gravel. Shehdd it up. "He
must have torn up his headcloth to tie around the pony'sfoot. That's
worse than stupid-he can't have known he shouldn't et the sun get to
his head-but it's my guess held make for the nearest shelter.” She
glanced up a Tazey. "Heisn't supid, ishe? Just ignorant as hell.”

Thegirl nodded wretchedly.

"Those rocks?" Shem pointed toward the north, wherea
weathered gray flatiron of rocks broke the sand like a beached ship
half-heded over in heavy sess.

Starhawk considered them, then looked away to the southeast,
where, somefive miles off, stood three tsuroka, crumbling,
cinder-colored columns dyed maroon by the afternoon glare. "I think
he'd have turned back firgt, figuring he could make it back to
Tandieras. By thetime heredized he couldn't, he'd be closer to those.
Y ou boysride north-well check south. Send up asmokeif you find
him."

It was Starhawk who found him when her horse whinnied asthey
neared the decaying hegps of talus and rubble that surrounded the
tsuroka and was answered by afaint, neighing reply. Jeryn was curled
in the long purple shadows of an overhanging boulder. His bare face
was sunburned red and blistered in pite of the coating of the Wolf's
sunburn grease, tear-tracks cutting the dust and dime like water runnels
on the desert's face. He was adeep, but woke up, crying, when Tazey
cdled his name and came scrambling down the rocks to him; brother
and sster clutched each other desperately, and Starhawk could see the



boy was dehydrated and feverish from the sun. He kept sobbing,
"Don't tdl Father! Promise not to tell Father!"

"Wewont," Tazey whispered reassuringly, asthe hot, desperate
hands clutched at her shirt deevesand veils. "Wereall sworn to
secrecy, you know weare ... "

"l didn't makeit," Jeryn sobbed. "But I'm not a coward-Uncle said
| was acoward not to fetch him back, if | didn't like the way Uncle was
teaching me. But I'm not-1'm not. IsWaleye going to be dl right?"

Starhawk, aware of the priorities, had already checked the
miserable pony's split and bleeding hoof. She caught the beast's hanging
head and dumped most of her spare water down itsthroat, knowing
that, though Jeryn might have remembered to take water for himsdf, he
had undoubtedly forgotten that horses drink, too. "I don't know," she
sad roughly, still angry about the pony's suffering. "Hell need one hell
of afarrier tofix that hoof."

"l did asbest | could,” the boy sobbed miserably, ill huddled in
hissger'sarms. "Hecant die... Itsdl my fault ... "

Starhawk opened her mouth to ddliver some well-chosen words
about ignorance which had in times past raised blisters on the hides of
toughened mercenaries, then shut it again. Whatever else could be said,
Jeryn, having gotten his poor pony into this mess, hadn't left himiniit;
and considering how frightened the boy must have been, therewasa
good dedl in hisfavor for that. So sheonly said, "If we can get him
back to Tandieras, he should be dl right.”

She glanced back out at the hot, black flatness of the reg, then at
the two children, the boy sobbing, his burned face pressed to Tazey's
shoulders. "And | think your uncle deserves to be horsewhipped, and
your father aswell. Thiswasn't brave-it was crimindly stupid.”

"Uncle didn't mean-" began Tazey, more frightened by the
mercenary's perfectly level, conversationd tonethan by dl her father's
roaring bluster.

"Your uncle" returned Starhawk, with quiet viciousness, "never
means much of anything by what he says or does. Most people who
sow harm don't. He's like a nearsighted man, seeing clearly only what



he wants and not much caring to think about the rest.” She scrambled
out of the shadowed cleft, the rock burning through her boot soles as
she returned to the horses and collected a broken handful of mesquite
and acacia branchestied to the back of the saddle. She'd gathered
them at the edge of the reg, knowing that, if asigna was needed, out
there shewould find nothing to burn. It isjust soldier's luck, she
thought, hunkered over ahandful of bark pedingsand cracking flint and
ded, that the sunisjust past the strength required to use a
burning-glass.

When she'd coaxed the spark into asmoldery thread of smoke,
shelooked back. Tazey had pulled off her vells, soaked them from the
waterskin and wrapped them around her brother's swollen face. Y ou
know your father will be searching by now."

Thegirl nodded miserably. Jeryn, clinging to her waist, brokeinto
frightened, half-delirious sobs. Starhawk checked the southern horizon
again, gauging the tiredness of the horses; her recollection of the look of
last night's moon, and the Sate of their water. The skyline was clean,
unblurred by thetelltale line of dust, but her hackles prickled at the sght
of it. Acrossthereg to the north, the sun gilded a plume of dust as
Shem and Pothero rode back toward them.

"Comeon," she said softly. "Weve pushed our luck dready. It'sa
long way back."

The storm appeared on the southern horizon when they were
seven milesfrom the rocks. Starhawk had sensed the growing
uneasiness of the horses, the heet, and the close, pounding feding in her
head and had turned her eyes, again and again, to the blank southern
quarter of the sky. Now she saw it, adeadly glitter like gold tumblingin
ahopper, darkness and lightning underneath. Her horse flung up its
head, terror overriding its weariness. She twisted its face back into the
wind, and heard Shem cry out and the clatter of retreating hooves even
assheydled, "Makefor therockd" Through ablur of dust and the
wind-torn ends of her veils, she saw held been thrown. The cloud
before them swelled with unbelievable speed, the oven-heet of the
storm surrounding them, and brown darkness began to fal.

The horses were frantic, even the lame Walleye fought to escape



and run before the storm, though they could not hope to outrace it.
Pothero tried to pick up Shem, and his piebad gelding threw them both
and went gdloping north amid astinging whirlwind of flying sand and
sones.

The air was laden with dugt, hot and smothering. Flying gravel tore
a Starhawk's face as she wrenched her horse to a stop. Electricity
tightened like avise around her skull-in the howling fog of approaching
darkness, she could see the dry lightning legping from earth to sky. She
swung down from her saddle, trying to yell to Tazey, "We can kill the
horses for awindbreak!" knowing it to be alast resort and nearly
useless. The scream of the winds ripped her words away. Shedimly
saw Tazey's horse rear, overbalanced by the two children on its back.
Something black and huge, the flying trunk of adeep-desert acacia
tree, she thought, came whirling out of the gloom likeamaevolent
ghost and struck the horse broadside. They toppled, Tazey dragging
her brother clear. In panic Starhawk's horse jerked its head, snapping
thereinsin her hands. Thenit, too, was gone.

Darkness covered them, ablack wing of death. An uprooted
cactus cameflying out of the darknessto strike her, the spinestearing
through the sted-studded |eather of her doublet asif it were silk. But
worse than that was the heat and the dust, winding them dready ina
baking shroud that would drain the moisture from their bodies and
leave them mummified. Shem and Pothero ssumbled to her, heads
wrapped in their veilslike corpses, blind with dust. Jeryn grabbed her
from out of the darkness, sobbing something about Tazey ...

Her head throbbing unbearably, her body aching aready with
desiccation, Starhawk squinted through the flying black fog of
smothering dust. A flicker of dry lightning showed her the girl'sdim
outline, walking into the storm, her unveiled hair flying back as she
raised her hands.

For thefirg ingtant, Starhawk thought it was to protect her eyes
from the dust. But asecond burst of ghostly light outlined Tazey's hands
as she stretched them into the wind, fingers pressed together likea
wedge. And, asif they had been awedge, the winds parted around
them.



In her firg, burgting glare of enlightenment, Starhawk's chief
thought was, So that's how she knew where her brother would be.

The force of the storm curled back from Tazey's hands like waters
breaking over arock, leaving an arrowhead wake of gtillness. In that
eeriewake, only tiny puffs and eddies of wind touched Starhawk's
face, but she could see the dust on elther sdein heaving curtainsand
hear the screaming keen of flying sand over gravel. Thetwo young
guards stared, dumb with shock and horror, at that blade-dim figurein
the choking gloom; but when one of them opened his mouth to cry out
something obvious, Starhawk, Jeryn gtill clinging to her waist, strode
over to him and said quietly, "Don't say it."

The young man stared at her, blood from blown gravel and debris
trickling down hisface, gaining hisvells. "But-"

"Y ou break her concentration, and we're all dead.”

Starhawk had dedlt with wizards before; the two youths had not.
They turned horrified eyes back to the girl they'd grown up with, asif
she had been transformed before them into some dreadful mongter.
Liketheirs, her face was scratched and torn, matted with dust. In the
ghostly darkness, Starhawk could barely distinguish her features-her
eyes shut, her lipsmoving occasiondly, her hair tangled with blown
twigsand gray with dust, her outstretched hands bleeding. She seemed
locked in some dreedful trance, focusing al her mind, her soul, her life,
upon turning the winds, as she had been told witches could do. The
pony Walleye, reding like adrunken thing, had staggered into the
wedge of gtillness behind her and collgpsed. The young guards, saring
a her, seemed to waver between doing the same and taking their
chances with the sorm.

Seeing the horror on their faces, Starhawk added grimly, "And
you had damn well better keep your mouths shut about this afterward
aswell." Sheturned and led the stumbling Jeryn back closeto hissigter.
After long hesitation, the two young guardsmen foll owed.

It was dmost dawn before they returned to Tandieras, but nearly
the whole of the Fortress was grouped by torchlight around the gate.



Runners from the search party that had found their small fire after the
storm died had carried rumors as well as demands for water and
medica attention. Starhawk, her body hurting from dehydration and
sheer weariness, saw from afar the carpet of firefly lights againgt the
charcod bulk of the Fortress knoll and cursed.

She reined the horse she had been given by the searchers over
closeto Tazey's makeshift litter. Jeryn, in exhausted deep, stirred fitfully
in her arms and sobbed, "I promised not to tell ... | promised ... don't
tell Father ... " Starhawk tightened her grip around the boy's scrawny
body and reflected, with calm anger, that, beyond a doubt, some
officiousfool had told hisfather.

The men of the search party had dl been very quiet. Tazey hersdf,
though she had seemed only very dazed after the passing of the storm,
had not spoken at al and now, under the light of the searchers torches,
seemed to have drifted into avague deep. Starhawk remembered how,
once during the past summer, Sun Wolf, driven by frustration and rage
at his own impotence to tap the wellsprings of his power, had worked
a cdling the lightning throughout one northlands storm. Perhaps he had
thought that, like the physica skills of which he was such amagter, the
power could be increased with violent and steady use-and perhaps, if
the wielder knew what hewas doing, it could. He had lain in afitful
half-trance of black and hopel ess depression for days, asif hissoul as
well as hisbody and his power had been drained.

Rest would cure it, the Hawk thought. If, that is, she were
allowed to rest.

The crowds by the gate were very till, as the rescuers had been,
when Shem and Pothero whispered of what they had seen.

In the cold dawn light, the yellow torch glare atered the faces of
the crowd-awed, frightened, confused. Starhawk saw the Bishop
Gadron, lips pressed in arctic anger, asif Tazey had chosen to be
mageborn instead of desperately hiding her suspicions about her
powers. Besdethat smdl, glittering figure, Egaldus was keegping histhin
face carefully expressionless, but he radiated barely concedled triumph
and glee-glee that on Kaethas face was transformed into smug
satisfaction as she tried to push her way forward through the crowd in



the broad court before the steps of the Hold. Starhawk, knowing
Kdethasaw hersdf dready as Royd Ingtructressin Magic, felt a
twinge of weary anger. Anshebbeth, closely buttoned as usual despite
the earliness of the hour, wore atight expression, her genuine concern
for Tazey'sinjuriesfighting with naked jedousy, asif what the girl
possessed had been taken away from her.

Between the torches that flared on either sde of the doorsinto the
Hall, Osgard, Nanciormis, and the handsome young Incarsyn stood,
their faces astudy in shocked noncommitment. Incarsyn, particularly,
looked smply confused, asif struggling to select the most gppropriate
emotion out of arather small natura stock.

Starhawk dismounted. None of the guards seemed eager to go
near the litter, so she helped Tazey to stand. Dusty, scratched, her
blond hair hanging like a dried broom around her scorched face, the girl
wavered unsteadily on her feet, and Jeryn, sumbling, staggered to
support her other side. In dreamlike weariness, they moved through the
haze of torchlit dust toward the steps, where abloodshaot,
tear-streaked Osgard walited, his untidy doublet smeared with liquor
gains. The silence was absolute, but Starhawk could fed it around her,
worse than the weight of the storm.

Then into that silence, old Nexué's voice cawed like canvas
ripping. "A witch! Shesawitch!”

Tazey raised her head, her green eyes transparent with horror.
"No," shewhispered, pleading for it not to be so. Then her voice
walled, crackling "No!"

Kaetha had started to bustle forward, but Nexué pushed before
her, skinny finger pointing. Tazey could only stare & her, blank with
shock, arim of white showing al around her pupilsin the torchlight.
There was triumph and distorted gleein the old woman'sface, asif the
damnation and ruin of the Princess were some kind of persond victory.
"A witch! A-"

With akind of cam rage Starhawk turned and backhanded the
old woman across the mouth with her closed fist, knocking her
sprawling to the dirt. She wastoo late. Tazey whimpered again, "No ...



" Covering her face with her hands, she dowly collgpsed. Osgard,
Nanciormis, and Incarsyn al hesitated to step forward, and it was
Starhawk who caught thefainting girl in her arms.

CHAPTER 6

From the window of the temple, Sun Wolf could seethelights
bobbing in the canyon below.

He had seen them last night, when he had looked out into the
black violence of thekiller winds. Later, when the rock-cut palaces of
the vanished city, carved from the very sandstone of the canyon walls,
had lain cold and colorless under the ghostly moon, they had been there
gtill. They flickered a him now from empty doorways, from black eye
sockets of wide square windows, and from the shadows of the
peach-colored columns of the carved facades. The whisper of their
bodiless voices braided into the wail of the desert winds.

He knew what they were.

In the north, as a child, he had seen demons, the only person he
had ever known who could do so. His father, he remembered, had
besten him the one time he had spoken of it-for telling lies, hed said.
Sun Wolf wondered now whether it had actualy been for telling what
the old man did not want to accept as truth. He had wanted awarrior
on.

Inall hisyears of hearing tales about demons, the Wolf had never
heard that they could hurt people much. He knew their thin, whistling
voices caled from the hollow places of the earth, luring men to their
desthsin marshesor over gulliesin the dark of the moon. But they fled
men and bright lights. No man who knew what and where they were
should be in danger from those cold, incorporeal spirits.

Y et he knew himsdf to bein danger, though danger of what he did
not know.

He had scribbled in the dust of the rose-hued sandstone temple he
had taken for his quartersthe few patchy demonspdlls Yirth of
Mandrigyn had taught him and drawn al the Runes of Light on the
doorpost and on the sills of the great upper window.



And il hedid not fed quite safe.

They moved below him through the monochrome darkness of the
canyon, faint lights that shone but did not illuminate the smooth pillars,
thefiligreeturrets, or thewinding stairs cut a intervalsin the
fantagtically eroded rock faces of the canyon wall.

The City of Wenshar had been built where the tawny sandstone
cliff-face of the Haunted Range-black with the baked minera patina of
the scorching sun-curved inward to form ashallow plain raised above
theleve of the desert and sheltered from the cruelty of the winds.
There, three small streams flowed out of the broken mountainsto lose
themsalvesin the farther desart. On the raised plain, the City of
Wenshar had spread out around its gardens of date palms and
cypresses-until theinvading armies of the Middle Kingdoms had
crushed the Ancient House of Wenshar and taken itslands and its
mines

Time and sand had nearly destroyed the few wallswar had |eft
standing. But up the three canyonslay atwisting maze of wadisand
cuts-of square, isolated blocks and towering stone needles, valleysas
wide as a street or so narrow the Wolf could span them with his
armsit only by bright ribbons of sky three hundred feet above. Here
the wedlthy nobles of Wenshar had carved gem-like palaces and
templesfrom theliving cliffsthemsdves. Sheltered from the sun, their
fantastic sandstone facades had not been darkened by the desert hest.
They shone peach and amber and rose, softly banded yellows, citrine,
honey. Here, time had ceased, dammed behind the enchantment of the
gone.

Sun Wolf had always loved rocks, their sirength and the
persondity of their shapes. On theroad and in Tandieras, he had
missed having arock garden in which to meditate and spend time.
Hearing nothing more of Wenshar than its evil reputation, he had been
awestruck by thisfairy-tae beauty.

Y et from every shadow, in every niche and doorway, he sensed
the presence of demons. The city crawled with them, big and little; in
the three days he had wandered here, he had felt them watching him.
Sometimes it seemed to him that he had only to press his handsto the



ground to hear their voices. But that was something he feared to do.

By day he never saw them, though occasiondly, in those palaces
cut deeper than a single chamber into the cliffs, he heard their flitter and
murmur, like dry leaves blowing over stone floorsthat neither wind nor
plant had touched in generations. But two evenings ago, in the shadows
of the centra canyon, he had glimpsed them, no more than aflicker out
of the corner of hiseye, massng in the shadows before him as he tried
to leave. He had doubled on histracks to take a narrow wadi that
regjoined the main way lower down-the mountains here were split into
greet, free-standing blocks in places, which enterprising ancient nobles
had hollowed into whole palaces. But the demons had been waiting for
him. The sun had disappeared by then from the brilliant stream of blue
overhead, itsrays only edging the top-most rim of the rocks. He could
sense a soft, evil chattering in the shadows.

When he'd doubled back again, he'd redlized he was being driven.

Therewasno lore of demonsin any of thejumble of things Yirth
had taught him, nor had he ever found any in his search for wizards. He
knew they rose out of rocks and swamps, out of water sometimes. If
they werein thisland, the magic of the old Witches of Wenshar would
have held them at bay until, with the Witches destruction, they had
seeped forth like ail from the ground.

They had no strength. Being bodiless, he doubted they could
physicdly hurt aman much. Nor could he think of areason they would
want to, needing no sustenance. Y et in places the canyon floors were
heaped with broken piles of anima bones, mouflon sheep and gazelles,
driven to their deaths from the ledges above even as men were lured
into marshes by the demons of the north. The boneslay whole and
undisturbed.

Standing there in the growing azure dimness of the evening,
listening to the crooning whisper of the demons massing like lightning
bugs in the shadows before him, he had suddenly wondered why.

He had turned again, seeking away out. The canyon had widened

before him into along space where aline of eroded stone needles,
narrow columns as high asthe canyon walls, towered gilt-tipped against



an opa sky. Twisted cypresstrees, arecollection of vanished wells,
stood about the needles bases, gray trunks weathered and contorted
asif they sought to swallow their own branches. Entirely acrossthe rear
of the canyon stretched the longest pal ace facade he had yet seen.
Amber stepsled up to level upon leve of peach and sdlmon columns,
fragileturrets, and strange spires, al glowing inthe last of the light. But
as Sun Wolf stood in the black shade beneath the undead cypresses,
he'd heard voices crying out to him from the dark arches of that vast
edifice, sweset asthe voices of children who live upon human blood.

He had been afraid then, unreasoningly, and had fled back down
the canyon, heedless of the whistling gibber in the shadows through
which he passed. He had gone to his own temple headquartersin the
westernmost canyon and scrawled the ghostly scrim of runes, invisble
to any eyesbut hisown, over the windows and doors behind him. He
had no way of knowing whether they would, in fact, keep the demons
from passing. He had sat awake through that night and every night since.

Outside, they moved in the darkness till. Faint, deformed bodies
drifted in shells of light, seeping in and out of the rocks, floating in the
ar likedriftsof vagrant mist. He knew that what he saw wastheir true
being, asamirror will reflect the true being of awizard cloaked in
illuson, and what frightened him was that he could not tell whether they
were ugly or beautiful. He could hear them whispering to one another in
their piping, little voices and knew that, if he dlowed himsdf to, he
would understand-or think he understood. But that, too, he feared to
do.

Why did hefed that they would comeif he bade them?

Why this strange sense, in theinner corners of his heart, that he
knew their names?

They had tried twice more to drive him into that open space at the
end of the central canyon where dark cypresses grew at the feet of the
needles-tried to drive him into the cantal oupe-colored palace that lay
beyond. He had gone there once, the day following thefirst attempt,
curious asto what they wanted of him. He had chosen the hour of
noon, when the burnished sun best straight down on the gravel that
covered the carved roadways and dry stream bed-the one hour when



hefelt safedt.

From the top of the steps he had looked into a shadowy hdl, a
huge, square space whose walls were covered to the height of his
shouldersin placeswith the fine gray sand that drifted between the
columns of its open facade. The room went back far deeper than any
he had previoudy seen, its nether end hidden in shadow, and, unlike
any other he had seen, itswalls had once been plastered and painted.
The dim shapes of the frescoes there were dmost unrecognizable, yet
something about their posture, the activitiesimplied in the tiff, shadowy
outlineswhich were d| that remained, troubled him. To hisright he
could seeasmall black rectangle of shadow, an inconspicuous door to
some inner chamber from which no window opened to the outside.
And from that dark door, softly and ditinctly, he had heard Starhawk's
voice sy, "Chief?'

After that he had not dared to go into the centra canyon at dl. In
the heat of noon he dept; in the few morning and evening hours he
searched the city, looking for any sign, any book, or any talisman that
the Witches of Wenshar might have left, searching for some trace of
their power among the crowding mazes of rose-colored cliffs. Only that
day he had heard the desperate, feeble crying of ababy and had
followed the sound to the entrance of that central canyon. He had
good there along time, listening to that starved wailing before turning
his back and walking away.

By night he watched, and the demons watched him.

Two nights ago, while the storm had screamed overhead and the
canyons had been filled with aghostly haze of hot dust that stirred with
eddying winds, they had gathered hundreds thick outside, drifting close
to the window where he stood, heart pounding, to stare at him with
empty, glowing eyes.

Now the sky above the canyon rim was paing. In an hour it would
be safe for him to deep. He prepared himself to meditate, for it wasfor
thisaswell asfor other things that he had come here. But as he settled
hismind into stillness-sharp and clear and smdl asin adream-he
became aware that Starhawk had entered the city.



Like an echo in hismind, he seemed to hear the Strike of hooves
aong the crumbling walls that spread out beyond the canyons. Ashe
sometimes could, he called her to mind and saw her stting her horse
amid the faded tessdlations of the old market square's broken
pavement, the stir of dawn wind moving in her white head vellsand the
horse's flaxen mane. Then he saw her turn her head sharply, asif at
some sound.

Very quickly, Sun Wolf descended the curved flight of buttercup
sandstone steps to the wide room below. Beyond the spell-written
doorsil!, the canyon wasfilled with blue slence; the hush of the place
was unnaturd, for, in spite of the water in its few stone tanks, birds
shunned the place. Hisfeet scrunched on the drifts of sand and gravel
as he hastened down the old road. In the hours when the demons il
walked, it was too dangerousto take his horse.

As he'd hoped, Starhawk's good sense had kept her in open
ground. She sat asorrel nag from the Palace cavy at the mouth of the
narrowest of the three canyons, turning her head cautioudy, listening for
sounds. Thefirg light of the desert dawn lay full over her, glinting inthe
slver mountings of her dark green guards doublet and jerkin and on
the stedl of sword hilt and dagger. Even as Sun Wolf saw her among
the scattered ruins of waist-high wals and falen pillars of shattered red
porphyry, sheleaned forward in the saddle, asif trying to catch the
echo of somefaint cry up in the canyon before her. Nearby, there was
asharp cracking noise, like sonefaling from agreat height upon stone,
and her horse flung up its head, rolling awhite, terrified eyed, and tried
to bolt.

Starhawk was ready, and the Wolf guessed it wasn't thefirst such
incident since sheld entered the ruins. She reined the frightened animal
inatight circle at thefirg skittish legp. Framed in the white vells, her
sunburned face was impassive; but even at this distance, she looked
stretched and taut, as she did when sheld been on patrol too long. As
soon as she had the horse under control, he stepped from the shadows
of adilapidated archway and caled out to her, "Hawk!"

Shelooked up, started to spur in his direction, then reined again.
Holding in the nervous horse with one hand, shefished in her jerkin



pocket for something, and the new light flashed across glass as she
angled themirror in hisdirection. Only then, satisfied, did she nudge the
horse and trot through the drifted sand and bull thorns of the street to
where he stood.

"What isit?" She would never, he knew, have come seeking him
without reason.

"It's Tazey," Starhawk said quietly. "Y ou'd better come.”

"So she'sbeen in acomasince then.” Starhawk held her horsein,
fighting its not unnatural eagernessto put large expanses of thereg
between itself and the harsh, maroon-black cliffs of the Haunted
Range's outward face. "Kaethatried to get in to see her last night.
Osgard won't hear of it, and it was al Nanciormis could do to keep
him from throwing Kaetha out of the Household entirdly.” Therewas
no changein her soft, dightly gruff voice as she added, "1 think she's
dying, Chief."

He glanced sharply over a her. The cuts on her face from the sand
and rocks of the storm il glared red and ugly; her gray eyeswere
fixed ahead of her on the dark notch of Tandieras Pass, barely visble
acrossthelifeless plain of black gravel. Nineyears of fighting other
peoples wars for money had taught them both that it is difficult to ride
or fight whilein tears. Tearswerefor later.

Sun Wolf squinted with hissingle eye a his horseback shadow on
the pea gravel underfoot, calculating the angle of the sun. "What time
did you leave there?"

"Midnight. Osgard and Kadethawere ill fighting.”

"Wonderful." He pulled the end of hisvell up over hismouth
againg the dust. "1 can tell he'sgoing to be thrilled to death to see me.™

The shadows had turned and were beginning to lengthen again
when they rode up thetrail to the dark stone gatehouse of the Fortress
on Tandieras Pass. "No sound of mourning,” was Sun Wolf's laconic
comment. Starhawk nodded. They were both thinking like warriors of
the next thing at hand-a col d-bloodedness they understood in one
another. Sun Wolf felt no obligation to express his genuine fearsfor the



girl, of whom he'd become fond in the few days held known her-nor
did he assume Starhawk's enigmatic calm to spring from unconcern. If
Tazey died, there would be time enough for grief.

After three days of parched slencein the Haunted Range, it
seemed strange to him to see people moving around and to smell water
and cooking mests, stranger il to redize he could beievein theredity
of what he saw. Asthey rodein under the gloom of the gatehouse, a
small, waiting shadow caught hiseye. Hereined in, letting Starhawk
precede him into the dust-hazed confusion of the stable yards. The
shadow stepped forward, pitifully smal and thinin hisdark doublet and
hose and the sorry white ruffle at his neck. The pointy white face
looked pleadingly up at him through the gloom.

"How'syour Sster?’ the Wolf asked quietly.

For amoment he had the impression Jeryn would run away. Then
the boy ducked his head and mumbled, "Y ou've got to help her. What's
wrong with herismagic, isnt it?'

"Itis" Sun Wolf dismounted and stood |ooking down &t the
skinny, furtivelittle boy. "And I'll do whatever | can do-but only if you
get yourself back into bed. The Hawk tells me you caught one hell of a
sunstroke coming out to fetch me.”

Jeryn colored dightly. "I'm better.”

Sun Wolf put his hand under the boy's chin and forced the head up
tolook criticaly into Jeryn'sface. "The hell you are,”" he replied evenly
after amoment's study of the too-white countenance under its short
black curls. "A man who doesn't rest hisinjuriesisn't just afool-hésa
ligbility to his commander, because they'll never hedl properly and, sure
as pox and bligters, they'll act up when he's needed most." He passed
his hand roughly over the boy's hair, asif patting adog. "I'll take care of
your Sgter.”

"Captain ... " Jeryn hegtated, then swalowed hard. "I-I'm sorry. It
was dl my fault to begin with but-but Uncle Nanciormissaid | wasa
coward for not standing up for you to Father. He said if | didn't like the
way he taught me | should have tried to keep you here. And I-I'm not a
coward,” heingsted, with the wretchedness of onewho knows he will



not be believed. "It'sjust that ... " He stopped, hislips pressed tight.
Then, embarrassed to show histears, he turned to flee.

"Jeryn."

Though it spoke so quietly, the rusted voice stopped him. He
turned, fighting desperately not to cry.

"I never needed proof you were brave," the Wolf said. Inthe
white frame of veils, hisface seemed dark in shadows, with its
unshaven jaw and single, panther-yelow-eye. "And | never saw any
reason to think you were a coward. What's between your father and
me is something you don't have to concern yourself with. It has nothing
to do with you."

"No, sr," Jeryn whispered. "I'm sorry, Sr."

The boy turned and started to run away when Sun Wolf asked,
"Y our dad with Tazey?'

He stopped again and turned back. "Yes, sir," he said. Then,
matter-of-factly, "He'sdrunk, Sir.”

Sun Wolf nodded. "Fighting drunk or passing-out drunk?'
"Hghting drunk, Sr."
"Wonderful." The Wolf sighed. "Thanks, Scout. Now you get to

"Yes, Captain." And the boy was gone like a shadow.

"Y ou haveto hand it to the King for staming,”" Sun Wolf grumbled,
unwinding his head veils as he and Star-hawk climbed the sand-drifted
path up from the stables toward the black, square towers of the Hold.
"A man's got to be tough to stay fighting drunk for over twenty-four
hours without moving along to the passing-out stage.”

"l used to work for aman who could do it," Starhawk
commented, as they mounted the outside stair. Sun Wolf checked his
step asif sheldd pinked him with adagger in the back.

"That was different!”

"Different wasoneword for it," she agreed mildly.

Sun Wolf growled, "That's the damn thing about faling in love with



your second-in-command,” and resumed his stride up to the bal cony
withitsrow of arched doors, Starhawk unsmiling at hisheds. "They are
with you too long and they know you too well."

"Yes, Chief."

Jeryn and Taswind occupied the last two rooms aong the bal cony
shared by the King's Household. The brazen sun danted aong the dark
granite curve of the building's southern face, hurling the shadows of the
two partnerslike an inky scarf into room after room. Anshebbeth,
gtting in one of them, sprang up with anervous cry, her hands reaching
out, her face pae and hollowed with deepless strain. When she saw
who it was, she sank back and resumed twisting her hands.

Even out on the bal cony, Sun Wolf could hear Osgard's braying
voice.

"l won't haveit, | tell you! That foul-mouthed nag Nexué's been dll
over thetown, and there isn't aman who isn't saying my daughter'sa
witch!”

"Although | take exception to the connotations of the word witch,"
Kaetha's caustic voice said, "you cannot deny that what happened has
proved that Taswind is mageborn.”

"Thehdl | can't deny it!" Heturned to loom furioudy over Kaetha
as Sun Wolf pushed aside the patterned curtain that led into the outer
chamber of Tazey'srooms. " She's no more awitch than her mother
was! A sweeter, dearer, more obedient girl never walked the face of
the earth, do you hear me?’

Kaletha only stiffened and looked down her nose at the bloodshot,
unshaven, sweaty giant before her. Asusud, her dark red hair was
pulled back in braids and loops as intricate as potter's work and her
plain black homespun gown spotless; her very fastidiousness a scornful
rebuke. "Sheismageborn,” sheindgsted stubbornly. "Y ou oweit to her
to let me teach her the ways of power."

"l oweit to her to keep her the hdll away from you! | won't haveit
sad, and I'll persondly take and thrash you if you go near her with your
deegp-spdlsand your weather-calling, and your filthy, stolen books!
What man's going to want to marry her, Desert Lord or no Desert



Lord, if lieslikethat go around?"

Her protuberant blue eyesblazed. "They are not lies, and thereis
no shame atached toit.”

"Y ou uppity hag! Sheld die of shame before sheld be what you
are! Get out of my sght, beforel-"

"If you will admit meingeead of that usdess, whining Bishop-"

"To have her be your student?' Osgard roared, losing what little
remained of histemper.

" She needs ateacher, and as I'm the only one-"

"What my daughter needsisahusband! I'll have the man crucified
who says she'sawitch-or woman, too! | tell you this-shelll never bea
student of yours! Now get out!"

Theinner door curtain moved, its woven pattern of reds and blues
like awind-stirred garden where the edge of the sunsplash hit it. The
Bishop Galdron stepped through, white hands folded before his belt.
Though minus his brocaded ceremonia tabard, he ill reminded Sun
Wolf of an overdressed doll, robe and stole and surcoat al worked
with ablazing galaxy of jeweled hieratic symbols. His cold blue eyes
touched Sun Wolf and the Hawk, gtill standing in the arched doorway,
then moved to Kdetha. Sternly, he said, "Yes, go. Y ou have done
harm enough by your mere presence. Better Taswind had died than
had damned her soul with witchery."

"She's no witch!" Osgard roared, livid.

"Sheisawitch." Theold man'sred lipsfolded taut within the silky
frame of mustaches. "And asawitch, sheisdamned ... "

"Get out off here, both of you!" Osgard's face was scarlet, a
tear-streaked mess of graying stubble and broken veins. ™Y ou should
talk about witchery, you stinking hypocrite, when your own acolyte has
been keeping company with Kaetha for monthg!"

Galdron turned, startled and deeply shocked, and Kaletha could
not repress asmile of smug and vicioustriumph at his discomfiture,
Then she swept past Sun Wolf and out onto the balcony. Galdron, face
pink with anger, hastened at her hedls. The curtain swirled in the



backwash of their wake, then settled over the folded-back storm
shutters once more.

Sun Wolf remained, facing the King.

"You..." Oggard's voice wasthick and durred. "Y ou-it's your
fault. My son ran away to seeyou ... "

"Y our son ran away because he was too scared of you to speak
for me, and your daughter was too scared to ask your help." Sun Wolf
folded hisarms, hiswhole body relaxed into battle-waiting, a
deceptive, hair-trigger readiness. "Now will you let me save her life, or
are you going to have her dieto prove yoursdf right?'

Osgard's face went white with speechless anger; Sun Wolf
wondered clinicaly if hewould suffer a stroke on the spot. Then, witha
bellow like an exploding furnace, he roared, "I'll have you crucified for
that! Guards!" In aswirling gust of stale wine fumesthe King sprang for
Sun Wolf'sthroat.

Reflecting in the split second between the King's attack and his
own reaction that hisfather had been right when heéld cautioned him, in
the name of dl hisancestors, never to messwith magic or argue with
drunks, Sun Wolf sidestepped the attack. He blocked the outstretched
hands with a swipe of one forearm and used the other hand to deliver a
neet, straight punch to the stubbly jaw that the King walked directly
into.

Osgard went down like afelled tree.

Sun Wolf stepped back from the unconscious King just as
Nanciormis and haf adozen guardsmen came bursting through the
door that led down to theinner stair from the Hall. For amoment the
Wolf and Nanciormis faced one another across the dumped body, the
guards clustering a his back and clutching their sword hiltsin readiness
for anything. Then the commander turned to the guards and said
gravely, "HisMgesty isfaigued. Take himto hisroom."

He stepped aside as they bore the King out past him and down
the stairs, watching inscrutably until they turned the corner down into
the Hall. Then he glanced back at Sun Wolf.

"| see | waswrong about the uses of magic,” he said quietly. "Do



what you can for her. I'll seeyou'releft done.”

"I'd call that magnanimous of him," Starhawk remarked softly, as
the commander passed through the wide arch out onto the balcony and
thence, presumably, to his own room down at itsfarther end. "Except
that he waited until he was damn sure nobody was around to hear him
sy it

"Maybe." Sun Wolf watched thoughtfully asthe vast curtain settled
back to stillness once more against the hard glare of the arch. "He'sa
politician, Hawk-and as apolitician he dedlswith theway thingsare,
not how they're supposed to be. Whatever else can be said about him,
he's enough of ashirdar lord to know that magic has nothing to do with
the Bishop'sthreats of Hell."

He turned for theinner door to Tazey's room, and Starhawk said
quietly, " *Shebbeth should be here."

He stopped, alittle surprised, knowing she wasright. For al she
was asoldier, the Hawk had awoman's acute sengitivity to socid
usages. "If you think she'd be of any use, you're welcome to go look
for her," he said. "Though it's my guess Osgard turned her out-and no
wonder."

Starhawk paused, remembering the governess tear-streaked face
and hysterica hand-wringing, glimpsed through the bal cony door, and
said no more on the subject.

The windows of Tazey's small bedroom faced northwest, toward
the harsh chaparrd desert and the rugged mountains beyond. At this
time of the day, the room was flooded with sunlight and, with the
windowstightly shut in accordance with good medical practice,
unbearably hot and close. The air was heavy with the smells of burned
herbs, sckly after the dry movement of the desert air from which Sun
Wolf had come. Tazey lay stretched out on her narrow bed; but for the
movement of her young breasts under the sheet, she might have been
dead aready. Her tan stood out like abad coat of paint against the
underlying waxiness of her flesh; from the corners of her shut eyesran
the dried tracks of tearswept in her deep.



Hesitantly, Sun Wolf knelt beside the bed and took the girl's hand
inhis. It felt cold. He counted the pulse, when he found it after long
search, and it was leaden as a stream choked with winter ice. A lifetime
on the battlefield had given him a certain skill at rough-and-ready
surgery; later, Yirth of Mandrigyn had shown him the spellsto hold the
failing spirit to the flesh until the flesh had time to respond to mediicines.
But thiswas not amatter of theflesh at dl. The symptoms resembled, if
anything, those of freezing and exhaustion.

He had no ideawhere to start. He had healed warriors with
warriors means, but thiswas different. In the last nine months, he had
doneavery little healing by means of the few spdlls Yirth had taught
him and had aways been astonished when they worked. He looked
down now at the girl's browned face against the pillow, the scattered,
sun-streaked hair, and the blue smudges of exhaustion that shadowed
the tensed eydids. For thefirst time, he released hishold on awarrior's
readiness and fdt grief for her, grief and aterrible pity for what had
befdlen her.

He remembered her in the war dance-the light, buoyant strength of
her movements, thejoy in her eyesat being only what shewas. Inthe
few dayshed been in Tandieras hed become fond of her, with avirile
middle-aged man's affection for ayoung girl, that odd combination of
paternalism and a sort of nonpersond lust. But she was, he understood
now, awizard like himsdlf, perhaps stronger than he. And she would be
asterrified of her powers ashewas of his. The sweetest daughter a
man could want, her father had said of her. No wonder shewas
terrified to find hersdlf, againgt her will, the thing he most wanted for her
not to be. No wonder that knowledge drove her power inward, until
her very soul was egting her body with guilt and grief and shame.

Helet go of her hand and rose to open the casements of the
windows, letting in the dry smell of the desert-the comforting mingle of
stables, sage, and sky. Voices drifted to him-Kaletha's short and
defiant from the courts below, the Bishop's full of querulousrage.
Closer, he heard Anshebbeth's sobs, muffled, asif against bedding or a
man's shoulder. Taking astump of chalk from his pocket, he drew on
the red-tiled floor around the bed one of the Magic Circles, a



precautionary measure againg evilsthat Yirth, when she had taught him
this one, had been unable to define clearly. After amoment's thought,
he aso traced the runes of wizardry, of life, of Strength, of journeys
undertaken and safely completed-marks that would draw to them the
congtelations of influences and could help to focushismind. It wasdl
done by rote-he had never used them before and had no idea how to
do 0, but went through the motions as he would have undertaken
wegpons drill with an unfamiliar piece of equipment. Therewasno
sense neglecting histeaching smply becauseit meant nothing to him yet.
He returned to the bed and took Tazey's hand.

Hewondered if it wasimagination, if it felt colder than it had. He
drew three deep breaths and settled his mind to meditation. Clumsily,
hesitantly, he pushed asde dl the crowding worries and resentments,
the random thoughts that the mind flings up to disguiseitsfear of
dtillness. He gathered light around him and, asif sinking into deep
water, he sought the Invisible Circle, where he knew hewould find
Tazey hiding from hersdf.

She woke up crying. For along time, shelay with her face turned
away from him, sobbing asif everything within her body and soul had
been torn out of her-asindeed, Sun Wolf thought, dmost too weary
for pity, it had been. He himsdlf fdt little but an exhaustion dl out of
proportion to the short time he felt he had meditated. Then, gently
making her roll over, he rubbed her back as he had seen market
women rub babiesto soothe their wordless griefs.

Only after atime did he notice that the room was cool. Theair
outside the broad window had been drenched with light and heat when
he had sunk into meditation; it was dark as pitch now. Listening, he
tried to determine from the sounds in the building below how lateit
was, but that was difficult, for Tazey'sillness had cast apall of slence
over the Citadel. Someone-Starhawk, probably-had kindled the two
alabaster night lamps that rested on the carved ebony clothes chest,
and molten lakes of light wavered on the celling above.

Hefdt weak and alittle strange, asif he had swum for miles. His



legs, doubled up under him, were stiff and prickly as he shifted position.
For along time, he was content to remain where he was, only rubbing
the girl'sback to let her know she was not done. He had found her in
the desolate country that borders the lands of death, wandering, crying,
in darkness; he knew, and she knew, that she had not wanted to come
back with him.

After along time she turned her head on the pillow and whispered,
"Ismy father very angry?'

She was amage like himsdlf now, and he could not lieto her.
Moreover, in the shadowlands of the soul thereis dways abond
between those who have sought and those who have been found. He
sad, "Yes. But you cant let that rule you anymore.”

Shedrew inaquick breath and held it for afew seconds before
letting it go. "'l didn't want this," she said a lagt, her voice very thin. She
lifted her face from the pillow, ugly, swollen, cut up with the violence of
the sandstorm and crumply with tears. Her absinthe-green eyeswere
circled in lavender smudges, the eyes of the woman she would one day
be. "l tried ... "

"Jeryn knew enough to ask you where| was."

She nodded miserably. "I used to find thingswhen | waslittleand
he wasjust ababy. Once when he got lost in the old quarter of the
Fortress| found him just by-by shutting my eyes and thinking about
him. That's how | knew you were in Wenshar and how | knew he'd
gone after you. But later I-1 tried not to do it anymore.” She sniffled,
and wiped her reddened nose. "Does this mean that I'm damned?”

"It meanstha Gadron will say you are."

Shewasslent for atime, digesting thisdigtinction, then said, "'l
didn't want this. | don't want to be awitch. Witchesare..."

She paused and looked up at him.

"No oné's asking you to decide right now," Sun Wolf said quietly.
"But |, for one, want to thank you, with al my heart, for saving the
Hawk'slife. Y ou saved Jeryn, too, and your friends Pothero and

"But they're afraid of me now," she murmured, and another tear



crept down her puffy cheek.

"Probably,” he agreed. "But | don't think Jerynis, and | know the
Hawk's not-so it isn't everybody.”

Her voice was distant, wistful, asif she dready knew shewas
gpeaking of someone else. "'l don't want to change. | mean-1 might not
likewhat I'll become.”

Tenderly, he brushed aside the snarly rats of her dust-laden hair.
"Then don't changetonight,” hereplied. "Y ou can't change a threein
the morning anyway, nobody can ... " Her sob caught on alaugh.
"Segp now."

"Will you ... " She swalowed, embarrassed. "Do you think you
could-could stay with mefor alittle while? | had dreams ... When | was
adeep, before you found me, | dreamed ... awful things. The Witches

"I'll be here," he reassured her softly, weary as he wasfrom the
long day'sride and from last night's watching. (He had been known to
gt for longer than thisin dl-night watches on some enemy camps.) He
held Tazey's hand, large and strong and warm now in hisown, while
her soft breathing evened toward dreamless degp. Detachedly, he
studied the smudgy, chalked circles around the bed-the Circle of Light,
Yirth had caled one, and the Circle of Darkness, though why they
were so caled she had not known. He shook his head. Kaletha was
right, hethought. She would have to be taught, and he knew that
neither he, nor, he suspected, Kaetha, was equipped to do it.

Another thought crossed his mind, and he frowned, wondering
why it had not occurred to him before-not only for Tazey, but for
himsdlf.

Tazey murmured something, stirred in her deep, and then lay quiet
again. Though she gill dept lightly, he could see no dreamstracking her
discolored eydids. Soundless, asif on patrol, he climbed iffly to his
feet and crossed to the curtained door.

"Hawk?' he said softly into the dimness beyond.

Therewas no reply.

He stepped past the curtain to the candlelit outer room. Muted



radiance played over the carved wooden armoire, the oak chairswith
their red leather seats, and the little round corner fireplace. On the
polished sideboard, a couple of candlesin silver holders shed soft rings
of brightness. The heavy curtains had been drawn over the archway to
the balcony-a stray gust of dry wind stirred them, aripple of reflected
flame danced dong their gilt borders. Therewas no onethere.

He walked to the other doorway, which led to the inner stair down
to the Hall. Through it he could see torchlight and shadow from the hall
below playing across the stone vaults. A muffled clamor of voices came
to him, risng and faling, agitated but unintelligible. If Galdron's
making more trouble for her, hethought grimly, or Nexué ... If
Kaletha's carrying on again about her poxy rights...

A shadow swept acrossthe red glow from beneath, and amoment
later he heard a cat-soft Stride on the stairs that could only be
Starhawk's.

"What isit?" he asked when she appeared in the doorway.

Her face inexpressive, she said, "Nexué the laundress.”

Sun Wolf'ssingleyellow eye glinted dangeroudy. "What's the bitch
been up to now?"

"Not much," said Starhawk camly. "She'sdead.”

CHAPTER 7
With quiet viciousness, Anshebbeth said, "'l can't say I'm surprised
to hear it. Sooner or later someone was bound to wring that filthy old

woman's neck.” She stared into the fire with dark eyes that smoldered
like thelogs crumbling there.

"Dont talk likethat." Kaetha shot her an angry sdelong glance; in
her black homespun lap, Sun Wolf observed that her hands were
shaking.

The governesslooked up at her, hurt at the rebuke. "Y ou-" she
began, and Kaetha cut her off.

"Hatred isan impurity of the soul asfoul asthe fornications of the
body," she said too quickly. "If I've taught you nothing € se, you should



havelearned that."

Her dark eyesfilling with wounded tears, Anshebbeth nodded, her
hand stedling to her tightening throat as she mumbled that she had not
meant it. Annoyed, Ka ethalooked away. Egaldus, talking quietly with
Nanciormis, the Bishop, and two shaken-looking guardsmen down
near the door, raised his head at the shrillness of her words; but after a
moment's hesitation, he stayed where he was.

Quietly, Sun Wolf moved to the wine cabinet at the far sde of the
dais from the dim glow of the hearth where the two women sat, and
filled two Slver goblets of wine.

"That's your answer to everything, isn't it?' demanded Kaethaas
Sun Wolf's shadow fell over her. "Drink-like that pathetic sot Osgard

"My answer to everything is having you reax, woman."

"l am relaxed, and | don't need your wine, nor does'Shebbeth.”
Anshebbeth stopped her hand in mid-reach for the goblet, then
obediently folded it with her other in her 1ap.

Nanciormis|eft thelittle group beside the arched vestibule doors
and strode the length of the Hall to the daisto put agentling hand on
Anshebbeth's shoulder. In the wavery glow of the sconces on either
sde of the hearth, his curving black brows stood out sharply, asif,
beneath the bronze of histan, he had gone pale at what he had heard.

"Perhaps Anshebbeth should go up and it with Lady Taswind,” he
suggested softly. "1 need to speak with the Captain alone for afew
moments." To Sun Wolf, in private, he had made any number of crude
jests at the governesss expense, but part of hischarm lay in his
knowing when to say theright thing.

Shebbeth's anxious glance shifted from Nanciormisto Kaetha, but
Kdetha, Hill irrationdly annoyed with her subservience, looked away in
pointed disgust. That she would have been still more annoyed had
Anshebbeth not immediately agreed with her, as she had donein the
public gardens when the subject of physical love came up, evidently
had no bearing on the matter. Anshebbeth, with the tight misery on her
face of one who knows she can do no right, gathered her dark skirts



and hastened away up the winding gair.

"At leadt that gets her out of our hair,” Nanciormis murmured,
taking one of the goblets from Sun Wolf's hand and leading him away
from the carved bench where Kaethanow sat done. "How is Tazey?'

Sun Wolf shook hishead. "Seeping dl right, now," he said softly.
"Shelll live-but | tell you right now, shewon't be the same.”

The commander let out hisbreath inasigh. "Dear Gods-" He used
the shirdar word for gods. "Never in ahundred yearswould | have
thought Jeryn would try to go after you. Frankly, | didn't think the boy
had it in him-but it was astupid thing to say, neverthdess.”

"What did you say?' The Wolf paused in his step and regarded the
commander curioudy under the harsh doubled light of apair of torches
onthewal.

The gold ringsthat held his braids flashed as Nanciormis shook his
head. "1 no longer remember exactly, though | should. HEd been
whining al afternoon-that Sun Wolf hadn't made him climb ropesand
Sun Wolf hadn't made him do tumbling and Sun Wolf hadn't made him
lift weightswhich | knew perfectly well you had. At last | lost my
temper and said that if he preferred your teaching, he should have had
the nerve to stand up to hisfather for you. That'sall. | never meant that
he should go after you." He took aquick gulp of the wine; some of the
color wasreturning to his heavy cheeks. "And now this... "

Sun Wolf glanced dong the Hall to the guards, ill groupedina
whispering cluster around the dark archways to the vestibule. "What
happened?'

Nanciormistook another drink and shook his head. "It must have
happened sometime late last night,” he said quietly. "Whoever did it has
to have been tremendoudy strong. Nexué was literdly hacked into
pieces. | don't know what they used-an axe or ascythe, perhaps... "
He swallowed, sill shaken by the memory.

He had seen war, Sun Woalf thought. This was different.

"A strong man can do alot of damage with asword.”

He turned his own untouched cup in his hands, watching the
torch-glare flash on the dark wine, but not drinking. He had eaten



nothing since their nooning stop at the edge of the reg, and he knew his
capacity for wine was not what it once had been. "And this happened
last night?”

"Or early thismorning. She wasfound in one of the old workshops
in the empty quarter-by the blood trail, she'd been pursued there ... ™

"What was she doing down there?"

Nanciormis|et out anironic bark of laughter. "Therésa servants
privy near the wall-by the look of it that's where she was bound, though
she could have been going anywhere. Nexué was a sneak and aspy as
well asagossp-there wasn't much going onin the Citade she didn't
know about. The empty quarter's been used for assignations before
this"

"And she waan't found until tonight!" Sun Wolf's tufted eyebrows
plunged down over his nose, making the worn eye patch shift.

"What with ... " Nanciormis hestated. Even with Osgard snoring in
his bedchamber, he was treading softly. "With the uproar over
Taswind, no one noticed her absence until this evening when thewind
turned.”

"What about the dogs?'
"Dogs?' Nanciormis|ooked blank.

"Therearedogsall over this Fortress. Y ou're not telling me they
werent at the corpse.”

The commander frowned suddenly, seeing the anomaly. "They
werent," he said after amoment. "Nor were the ravens, now that you
Speak of it, and there are dways afew of them hanging around the
kitchen middens. Now why ... 7'

"I'd like to have alook at the place.”

Nanciormis nodded. Sun Wolf glanced back-Starhawk was sitting
on the bench beside Ka ethawith her arm around those dender, bowed
dark shoulders. The Bishop being out of the room, Egaldus was
hunkered down before the White Witch, holding her hands and
speaking soft words of comfort to her. Kalethasat rigid, shaking her
head stubbornly again and again.



Though Sun Wolf said nothing, Starhawk looked up at him and,
with afina, gentle pat, rose from Kaethas sde. As shejoined him and
they began to walk toward the door of the Hall, Sun Wolf paused and
looked back at Nanciormis. "Osgard know?" he asked.

The commander's full-lipped mouth quirked with scorn. "Would it
do any good if hedid?"

"You'll have to be gone by daybreak,” Starhawk said as she and
the Wolf wound their way through the small courts around the Hold's
long southern side toward the little gate that led to the empty quarter.
"Oggard gave me theword | could stay-apparently they really need
guards because working in the mines pays twice what the King
does-but he made it damn clear 1'd better not mention how | happened
not to get killed by the sandstorm.”

"Wha's his dternative explanaion?'

She shrugged. Even with the moon on the wane, itslight was
strong enough to cast shadows benegth the small adobe gateway.
Looking back at the Hold, the Wolf could see the glow of the night
lampsin Tazey'srooms, turning the curtained arch to adully glowing
gold like abanked oven. He didn't remember who al & se those rooms
bel onged to, save for the one with the rose reflection of candidight,
which must be Jeryn's. He paused in the smdl gateway, looking down
at the doping path acrossthe little court beyond, and an odd shiver
went down his spine at the sight of the black door to the cell he and the
Hawk had shared.

Matter-of-factly, Starhawk went on, "I don't think he has one, not
evenfor himsdf."

"Hed better,” the Wolf growled. " She's got to be taught.”

She glanced up & him inthe ivory-yelow moonlight. "Who taught
Kaetha, | wonder?'

He grinned. Starhawk might not be mageborn, but she understood
more about how magic had to work than anyone the Wolf had ever
talked to. "It occurred to me to wonder that mysalf when | was up with
Tazey. I've been thinking Kaletha sprang her 'destiny’ on the other
people herein Tandieras cold, but ... There has to have been



somebody, even if he never declared his own powersfor fear of
Altiokis. Beyond a doubt, he or sheis dead now, because we haven't
heard of any other wizard-but there could have been another student. If
we can find out who that wizard was and back-trail him ... "

"l don't know," the Hawk said doubtfully. "I've listened to her
teach. Now, when you taught back at the warrior's school in Wrynde,
it was aways, 'My father dwayssaid ... ' or "The captain of Queen
|zacha's bodyguard showed methis... ' But she handsit al down asif
shedinvented it.”

Sun Wolf paused, redizing what it was about Kdethas teaching
that had rubbed him the wrong way. "In other words, she wouldn't
say." Heleaned hiswide shouldersin the broken adobe of the gateway.
The moonlight, where it touched his hair, turned it to wan and faded
gold. Acrossthe court apack rat dipped from the door of their cell,
ran afew paces, stopped to it up, sniffing cautioudy at the cold air,
then dashed in atiny skiff of thrown sand to the camel-bush beside the
old well. "She's close with her power," the Wolf went on dowly. "She
wantsto stay the teacher, to hold her disciplesto her-she likesthe
power it gives. If thereis competition for the post, she'snot going to let
anyone know. But in aplacelikethis, you can't hide the kind of
relationship teacher and student have to have. It takesyearsto learn,
Hawk-if she'd been that close to someone that long, somebody would
know."

" Shebbeth," Starhawk said promptly. " She's been here at |east ten
years. Jedous as sheis of anyonewho's Kalethas friend, you bet shed
know."

"And shed probably tell," the Wolf said, "if only to run them
down." He looked back over his shoulder to the amber warmth of the
archway at thetop of the outsde gair. "Shelll keep,” he said. "She's
with Tazey now and shouldn't be leaving her. Come on." He shoved
himsdf off the wall with one shoulder and moved out into the cold
moonlight of the court, the sandy gravel scrunching under his boots.
"Therésalot to do and not much left of the night.”

They found Nexué's tracks easily-Starhawk could have done so
hersdf without Sun Wolf's ability to seein darkness. Even the scrubby,



wire grass and camel-thorn cast frail shadows by the brilliance of the
westering moon. The path to the servants privies out beyond the stable
hugged thewall, but, snce the storm, no one had crossed the little court
itsdlf. A sngleline of smudgy marks veered sharply away from the
packed earth of the path, first back toward the gate, then away past the
cdlsinto the empty quarter.

" She must have seen someone standing about there in the shadows
of the corner of thewall," the Wolf guessed, studying them. "Or heard
something ... "

"Heard, most likely." Starhawk picked her way carefully through
the drifted sand left by the storm. "There are no marksin that shadow."

Sun Wolf grunted to himself. He could see where Nexué had
changed direction and run, not back toward the gate, but acrossthe
court to the mazes of crumbling adobe walls and barred black
moonlight of the empty quarter. Circling, he kept hiseyesto the
ground, moving cautioudy so as not to foul other marks. But even with
awizard'svision in darkness, he saw no print, no mark, no reason that
would have caused the old woman to do so.

Someone on the path, perhaps? In the ensuing twenty-four hours
between the incident and its discovery, scores of servants had taken
thisroute to the privies. Sill ...

Drift-sand from the storm lay deep in the court, poured in little
dunes through the door of the abandoned cell. Nexués tracks were
only adesperate shuffle-her run must have been dow and scuffling, with
sand and pea grave kicked back in doppy crescents behind her. If
someone had run in her tracks, the footmarks were only blurred dents,
tangled with hers.

Y et something made the Wolf uneasy. The empty quarter lay silent
as desth around him as he staked thetrail to its obvious and pitiful
concluson-thefirst drippy smattering of blood, where some swung
weapon had made its contact with flesh, then the hand mark where
Nexué had sumbled, caught herself, and fled desperately on through
the parched, empty courts. The blood had dried during the intervening
day, but the old dye shop where she had findly fallen reeked of it ill.



Looking around him at the dark stainslying like shadows where no
shadows should be, Sun Wolf felt akind of thankfulnessthat it was
now the coldest part of the night and there were no insects.

Nexué had been a gross and dirty-minded old woman, he
thought, but still ... By the amount of blood, she must have run
about here for along time.

What was |eft of the body had been taken away. The ground was
ascuffed muck of confused tracks of the guards, Nanciormis, and the
Bishop. Impersondly, Sun Wolf cursed them all.

"Not asingle damn killer'strack,” he muttered as he and Starhawk
retraced their route back through the empty courts and the walkways
whose roofs had been stripped away by decades of autumn storms and
whose shattered rafters danted down amid the sand driftsto impede
their steps. Somewherein the stillness an owl hooted; there wasthe
swift skitter of sand, a shadow passing soundlessly overhead, and a
faint squeak of pain. Sun Wolf'sboots did heavily in the drifted sand
between two walls, then ground on the harsh gravel beyond. "And if
they had the witsto run along the tops of the broken walls, they could
have gotten clean away without leaving so much asamark. Thereésa
dozen dry wells and pits where awegpon and bloodstained clothing
could have been dropped ... " He paused, frowning, hissingle eye
glinting like trangparent amber in the zebrashadows. "I don't likethis,
Hawk."

She nodded, understanding what he meant. Around them, the
empty quarter was slent as death.

"Could you have doneit?’

"Physicdly?" She shook her head. "Oh, maybe with one of those
big two-handed swords like Eo the Blacksmith used to use-the kind
that, even if she hit you with theflat of it, would break your back. But
there wasn't room in some of those corridors to use something like that,
and you sure as hdll couldn't do it running. No." Shefolded her arms,
looking around her a the silent mazes of sand and half-fallen adobe. "I
can understand someone wanting to kill her to shut her up about
something-the Mother knows she was aspy aswell asagossip and



spread her filth around like amonkey. But-they found her literdly in
pieces, Wolf. Someone chased her through those courts and wallsfor
nearly ahundred yards. What they did to her was more than just
murder-and | can think of only one person who was big enough and
strong enough to cut her up that way and who wanted to shut her up.”

Sun Wolf nodded. Before them, the bulk of the Hold was mostly
dark now asthefina commotions of magic and murder lapsed into
exhausted repose. Thelight till burned in Tazey'sroom at one end of
the long southern balcony. At the southeastern end of the jagged block
of crenelated granite, another rectangle of wine gold showed where a
lamp il glowed in the King's solar.

The Wolf said dowly, "We can't know he wasthe only one,
Hawk. There could have been others, for other reasons or maybe for
the same reason. But yes-1'd sort of like to know where Osgard was
around thistime last night.”

When Sun Wolf ascended the stair that curved up over the Hold's
southern face, the rooms aong the balcony were silent. Below and
around him, the velvet darkness had turned to ash; eastward, the
dag-colored bulk of Mount Morian loomed againg thefirgt sains of
dawn. Like candldlight caught on aneedl€'stip, the spire of the
cathedra below glinted with wakening gold. Pinpricks of light across
the mountain's feet showed where men and women were already risng
to breskfast in darkness before going on shift in the mines. Standing on
the ba cony, the Wolf sensed dl the furtive movements of the night
winding to aclose-foxes and coyotes in the empty mile between town
and Fortresstrotting back to their burrowsin therocks, licking the last
dabs of blood from their whiskers, wrens and whed fears waking to
whigtletheir territoriesin the dark.

In Tazey's room, the candles ill burned. Sun Wolf, hiddenin the
fold of shadow and curtain, softly called Anshebbeth's name,
remembering how sound carried againgt the long southern face of the
Hold, but got no reply. Stepping soundlessly acrossto the inner
chamber, he saw Tazey tossing restlesdy in unquiet deep; there wasno
sign of her governess. He cursed the woman for leaving her and



crossed to the bed to lay hishand over the girl'sfingers. They felt hot.
Her face looked flushed and swollen, asif with fever; when he bent
over her, sheturned her head away, whispering desperately, "I won't! |
wont!"

With atouch astonishingly light for such massive hands, he brushed
asdethe snarly hair from her face. Y ou don't haveto, Tazey," he
murmured, though he could tell she was deep adeep.

She gave alittle sob and quieted; he remained knedling beside the
bed, where he had spent so many hours that afternoon, until she
appeared easier in her dreams.

It seemed incredible to him that thiswas part of that same night.

When her breathing had settled into evenness again, he got to his
feet and moved softly through the outer room once more and out to the
balcony. As Tazey's governess, Anshebbeth should have aroom near
hers, though privately he suspected she was with Kaetha, wherever
Kaethawas. 'Shebbeth was genuingly fond of her charge, but he'd
seen her abandon Tazey any number of times, when she should have
been playing chaperone, to go scurrying to the Witch'sside. And
overwrought as she had been down in the Hall earlier, hethought,
Kaletha just might have asked it of her.

But he waswrong.

The curtains were drawn shut over the next arch, but astrip of
roseate light lay like a petticoat hem on the tiles beneath. He listened for
amoment, but heard no sound, then gently pushed the curtain aside.

Anshebbeth gartled up from the divan. "My love, what ... 7' she
began, seeing his dark shape againgt the night; then, as he stepped into
thelight, her deep-flushed face scalded crimson, then drained white.
She hadtily pulled her unfastened gown across her narrow breests,
shaking fingers tangling with the unbound swatches of her black hair as
she clutched the collar up to her throat. Her shoeslay separate, fdlen,
on two sdes of the divan; thewarm air redolent with the pungence of
EX.

Hiswhole mind one giant, astonished question, Sun Wolf only
sad, "Y ou should be with Tazey. She shouldn't be done."



"No-of course not-" shetwittered inaudibly, fumbling at buttons,
her huge dark eyes cast down. "That is-| camein hereto-to lie down. |
was 0 tired-the news about Nexué ... "

He looked from the rucked cushions of the divan to her narrow
white toes, pegping, somehow obscene, from beneath the crumpled
skirts. Starhawk, he thought, would be vastly interested, as he was
himsdlf-it cameto himin aburst of enlightenment why 'Shebbeth had
spoken out in favor of carndity and called down Kaetha's scorn on her
head.

"It'snone of my business," hesaid quietly. "But | haveto be gone
from here at dawn, and there's something | want to ask you."

She turned back, her narrow face suspicious as she finger-combed
her thick hair back, her black eyes darting over thetiled floor in quest
of hairpins. They were strewn everywhere, asaman's plucking hand
would leave them scattered. Sun Wolf picked up two and walked over
to give them to her. He had never considered her a pretty woman,
though physica beauty meant lessto him that it once had; more than
her thin, pointy plainness, her obsessve clinginess repulsed him. The
cruel jests Nanciormis made of her were not entirdly unjustified. She
took the hairpinsfrom his hand without touching hisfingers, her eyes
did not meet his. "What?' she asked. '

Hedid not st on the divan, knowing she would have shrunk from
him. "It'sto help Tazey," he said gently, and sherelaxed alittle and
looked up into hisface. "And she'sgoing to need help.”

Anshebbeth drew in her breath and let it go in atense sigh. She
was taut aswet rope, asif holding hersdf in. Sun Wolf fetched achair
from againgt the wall and sat opposite her; he saw her relax alittle
more, now that his physical sze did not tower over her. Shrilly, she
sad, "Kaethais more than willing to help. But that-that pathetic sot of
afather of herswon't let her." She brought out Kaletha's words pat.
"Held rather see her die than admit she was born with the power."

"l know," said the Wolf. "That'swhat | need to talk to you about.
Tazey'sfather and Kaletha don't get dong-1 think that's one reason he's
refusing to accept her help or the help of any of her students.”



"He'sjust being unreasonable,” she returned, speaking rapidly, il
not meeting his eyes. She pushed one hairpin in, but dropped the other
nervoudy. It glinted in her sable lgp with the coppery gleam of the
lamp. "He's astubborn old drunkard who won't see Kaetha's power,
her kill, her destiny-"

Sun Wolf held up hishand. "'l know that. But neither you, I, nor
Kaetha, can help what heis"

"He can admit he'sbeenwrong ... "

"But hewont."

"He should," sheingsted stubbornly, and Sun Wolf felt asurge of
sympathy for Nanciormis cruel jokes.

"And he may-but maybe not early enough to help Tazey."
Anshebbeth started to make a comeback to this, and he went
resolutely on. "All we can doisded with the Stuation asit is. Osgard
doesn't believe Kaetha, doesn't credit her power, | think partly

because hesknown her dl her life. But another wizard might have a
chance

"It'sKadethasright to be her teacher." The thin white hands
clenched in her 1ap as she leaned forward. "It's her destiny.”

"Maybe," said Sun Wolf, wondering how Anshebbeth could go on
championing the cause of ateacher who he had seen treet her likean
importunate dog. "But if therésafight over it with Osgard, it's Tazey
who'sgoing to suffer.”

Anshebbeth's mouth tightened, asif she would protest Kaethas
rightsin the matter yet again, but she did not. She looked down &t her
long, thin hands, turning the falen hairpin over and over againin her lap,
and said nothing.

"Who was Kaethas teacher?'

Sheraised her eyes at that and answered immediately, pridein her
voice. "Oh, shedidn't have one."

Sun Wolf frowned. "What do you mean, didn't have one?Y ou
don't just ... just make up spdls. Someone hasto teach you."

The governess shook her head, the expression on her face the



smug, proud look of agirl who isfriendswith the prettiest girl in schoal.
"Kaethadidn't need ateacher. And, in any case, therewas no
one-since the destruction of Wenshar, there has been violent,
unreasonable prejudice againgt the mageborn throughout these lands.
Her destiny led her to books of magic, lost for centuries, but she had
the power before then. | knew it even when shewasjust ayoung girl
and | first came hereto be Taswind's governess. It glowed out of her,
liketheflamein an aabaster lamp." Her face changed as she
remembered that imperious red-haired girl; soft eagerness suffused her
voice. " She was seventeen, beautiful, proud, and pure-even then-as if
she knew her degtiny. And there were many men who-who-who would
have dishonored her purity, if they could. But she was strong,
disdaining such abasement ... " Her voice faltered, and color mounted
again in her pae cheeks. She hastened on, "Right from the beginning,
though | am the elder, it was she who was my teacher, not | hers. She-"

"What books?' He had heard her on the subject of Kaetha
before. Osgard's words came back to him, your filthy, stolen books
... "Wheredid she get them?"

"Shewould never say." Her hand fidgeted nervoudy at her throat,
but she looked glad to speak of something other than Kaetha's idea of
purity. "1 never saw them, myself. But if it had not been the books, she
would have grown in her powersin some other way. And it ismuch
harder," she added nervoudy, "to achieve that kind of skill smply from
books without ateacher. All that she has, she has striven for
hersdlf-with meditation, self-denid, and-and her own mind. Sheisone
of those people who cannot help but be gredt. | ... " Her voicetrailed
off. Nervoudy, she stroked the disheveled cushions of the divan, her
black hair spilling down, al wrinkled from its braids, to curtain her
crimsoning face. "'l will never be great. My honor is-has dways been-to
help her. She knowsthis. We understand one another.”

She under stands you, anyway, the Woalf thought, with cynica
pity. You poor deluded bitch. But heonly said, "Where are these
books?"

But Anshebbeth would only shake her head, unwilling-or
unable-to say.



Starhawk waswaiting for him at the bottom of the stairs. Hetried
to think when she must last have dept, before riding out to Wenshar to
fetch him-and, that, after the sandstorm and al that had happened
since. But asusud, she gave theimpression that, if he had suggested
immediate and bloody battle, she would only have asked in which
directiontheenemy lay.

He sghed. He himsdif felt utterly weary, the tiredness coming on
him suddenly, like the rising tides of the distant sea. Daylight and
darkness memories telescoped together: bluish lights wavering among
pillared shadows upon which they cast no brightness, Osgard's thick,
durring voice raised in anger; and asingleline of desperatdly stumbling
footprints through the drifted sand of an empty, moonlit court. The
maoon stood now over the Binnig Rock, a baroque pearl on the gray
slk sky.

"Y ou'd better go." Starhawk leaned her elbow on the smooth
granite of the balusirade, theline of her body reminding him of alioness
inits easy strength. He saw now she'd washed and changed clothes at
some time during the night; she was dways as clean as a cat when she
wasn't up to her elbowsin other people's blood. "They tell me you can
make a pretty decent living as aminer-the pay's twice what guards get.”

Sun Wolf looked up at the line of dark archways on the ba cony
above-the ba cony where he remembered Starhawk saying sheld seen
aman dip into one of those rooms, and heard awoman's startled cry,
on the night he and Nanciormis had come walking back from drinking
with the King. He remembered, too, Starhawk's voice that night, caling
out to him from the frosted moonlight of the court, warning him of
danger whose existence she could not prove.

Then he glanced back toward the dove-colored bulk of that gate.
Nexué had passed through it, on her way to what had turned out to be
her death. He wondered if the birds in the empty quarter had been
slent that morning, as they had been when he had found the daughtered
doves.

"l don't think | should leave, Hawk," he said quietly.
Her tonewasjudicious. "King's gonna be sore when he seesyou



intheHall for breakfast."

Hedidn't take up her jest. "Smuggle me some. I'll be a couple of
courtyardsinto the empty quarter." Even ashe sad it, hefdt ashiver,
remembering again the blood-splattered adobe, the sifted gray dust
untouched by tracks. Beyond the little gate he could see the maze of
walls and rafters and courtyards filled with drifted sand and broken
tiles-the unburied corpse of afortress. The woman beside him
straightened up and tucked her handsinto her sword belt, a stance she
had picked up over the years from him. Thefirst glow of dawn glinted
like cold sted dew on the studding of her jerkin. She regarded him with
eyesthe color of the gray-winter sky, not surprised. But then, the
Hawk was never surprised.

"Why ever Nexué waskilled, that butchering wasn't the act of a
sane man. And maybe it wasn't the act of aman at al. Therésagtink
about this, Hawk, agtink of evil. | don't know who's going to need
protection, but somebody sure as hell will."

CHAPTER 8

Throughout that day and the next, Sun Woalf lay hidden in the
empty quarter. When he went to earth therein the dawn after the
finding of Nexuss body, it was with a certain uneasiness, but he dept
dreamlesdy in one of the long dormitories, which till retained its roof.
Hetook the timeto scraich the Circle of Light and the Circle of
Darknessin the dust around him, not knowing whether they would
work against asupernatura danger and not knowing what that danger
might be. It was only an edge, a possibility-like covering histracks.
Waking with the noon sun glaring through the holesin the roof where,
over theyears, slorms had blown tilesloose, he saw acamel-spider the
sze of hisout-spread hand trundle determinedly over the uneven curves
of the dirt-covered floor, stop at the edge of the outer Circle, then skirt
it asif it wereapool of water.

During the day, Sun Wolf remained indoors and under cover. Too
many windows and battlements of the Fortress overlooked the sprawl
of those decaying walls. In his heart, he did not redly fear Osgard's



threat to have him crucified if he ever showed hisfacein Tandieras
again ... but that was Osgard sane.

Someone had cut Nexué to pieces, and Sun Wolf was not about
to make the migtake of thinking that drunken ydlingwasdl theKing
might doin hisrage.

When darknessfell, he moved out of the few roofed buildings and
looked for tracks. Even in a desert climate, adobe structures decayed
very rapidly oncethey lost their roofs; the maze of the empty quarter
conssted of many walsonly afew feet high aswell as cells, chambers,
and dormitories, whose roofs had but recently falen but still retained
their semblance of being rooms. Drifts of sand, gravel, and broken roof
tileslay everywhere, stitched with tracks. the ladderlike marks of
sdewinders, the feathering of lizard tracks, light bird printslike the
ancient shirdar runes he had seen carved in the butter-colored
sandstone of Wenshar. The adobe wallswere five feet thick and
more-it was easly possible for ahuman killer to have run dong the tops
of them, leaving no marks on the sand below. But nowhere around the
blood-splattered dyer's workshop did he find signs of aman'sweight
having passed aong the top of thewalls.

Like thefoxesthat dept in their holesal day, Sun Wolf prowled
the maze of shadows in the checkered moonlight. In the northern
courtyards he sensed atrace of magic, the uneasy scent of spellsinthe
darkness. As he had when scouting beneath the walls of an enemy city,
he sank close to the ground, putting himsdlf below astanding man'sline
of sght, aware that the indigo velvet of the shadows would be no
concedlment from mage-born eyes. He followed the magic, likea
thread of perfume. Oddly, he sensed no danger, but a moment later
saw ascorpion, barbed tail held high, veer suddenly out of itsway and
go scurrying off in another direction. He remembered again how the
birds had falen slent the morning he had found the dead doves.

Cautioudy, he dipped forward; as helooked over the sill of a
decapitated wall, he heard awoman moan.

The man and woman in the cell beyond lay twined together, the
moonlight that poured through the broken roof covering their legsfrom
the thighs down like a cast-back silken sheet. Where it struck the



clothes on which they lay, Sun Wolf could see the glitter of bullion
embroidery against black homespun, the tabard written over with the
holy runes of the Trinitarians. In the shadows, hiswizard's sght picked
out the soft surge of the full breast and the young man'sarm, white as
the body of the woman he clagped. Gold hair tumbled, mingling with
unraveling coils of smoky red.

It was none of his business, he knew, as he moved back with al
the sllence of those hundreds of night-scout missions. But it did occur
to him to wonder whether, after al her talk of purity, Kaethahad ever
seen Nexué spying on her here.

For Starhawk it was an interesting time. She had aways enjoyed
watching people, taking adeep and satisfied delight in seeing her
friends behave exactly like themsalves, whether for good or ill. She had
aways donethis, and it had never earned her popularity. Neither her
brothers and their sweethearts, the nunsin the Convent of St. Cherybi
where she had grown up, nor the other mercenaries of Sun Wolf's
troop had fdlt particularly comfortable under the nonjudgmental gaze of
those calm gray eyes. Perhaps this was because, as an outsider, she
was frequently amused by what was going on and, often at the same
time, felt degp and genuine concern.

In two days of quietly sanding guard and attending Kaetha's
lecturesin the gardens of Pardle Sho, she sometimes had the
impression of lying on the bank of awater hole, watching from ablind
asthe animas came down to drink.

Tazey remained in her bed, for the most part only lying and
looking &t the ceiling, though occasionaly she wept. It had cost
Starhawk little to leave her family and enter the convent, but she till
remembered with agonizing clarity the snglelong night she had spent
trying to decide whether to remain there quietly among women she had
known dl of her short life or to follow the dark and violent path of a
man she had spoken to only once, aman who had touched off in her
soul apowder keg of longingswhich, in her heart, she knew could
never again be quenched. Her grestest fear, she remembered, had been
that she would turn into someone she did not want to be-someone she



would not even want to know. But she had known, from the first
moment she understood that Sun Wolf would admit her into histroop,
that there was no way back. She would either go, or know forever that
she had not gone.

Whatever lay beyond the sllent wall that guarded the future,
Starhawk's heart ached for the girl and her lonely choice.

It would help, shethought with impersond anger, if they would
simply leave Tazey alone. But of coursethey did not. Her father
came, ober, grave, hissweat smelling of last night'sliquor in the dense
heet of morning, and talked gently to her, caling her hislittle girl. Tazey
agreed with what he asked her but when she was aone, she wept
hopelesdy for hours. The Bishop Galdron put in his appearance, too,
gpesking in measured, mdlifluous tones about the Nine Hellsand
predestined choices. Starhawk, meeting him on the stairs coming down
from the ba cony of the Household, informed him that if he ever spoke
30 to Tazey again shewould personaly dit hisnodtrils.

"Themanisabigot and ahyporcrite Kdethasaid primly, folding
her hands amid the jagged sun-splashes that fell through the arbor onto
her black homespun knees. "He cannot possibly sincerely believe that
the use of one€'s wizardry automatically condemns oneto eterna
damnation. But even 0, athresat of physical violence, however much
you may not have meant it, reflects badly on usdl.”

Starhawk shrugged. "If | were awizard, or even wanted to be a
wizard," she said evenly, "you might have a point-aways supposing |
accepted your right to judge my conduct.” Kaethastarted alittle, but
hastily got her first reaction in hand and did her best not to show her
surprise that any onein her company would not automatically accept
her dictates. In her more human moments, Starhawk thought
obliqudy, Kaletha has the grace to realize the hubris of that
assumption. Around them, the public gardens of Pardie Sho were
somnolent under the hest; its few spiky cacti and dark boulders, which
were dl that graced this particular high court, reminded her for some
reason of the Walf.



Starhawk went on, "And yes, | did mean it. Tazey hasto make her
own choicein this. Whether she decidesto turn her back on her father
and apotentia husband or hurt for the rest of her life pretending that
sandstorm never happened, it's her own choice, and Galdron hasno
businesswaving Hell under her nose. Either way, she'sgoing to have
enough hurting to do asitis”

"Themanisaboor ..." Anshebbeth began, looking up from a
meditation upon which she had clearly not been concentrating.

"No," Kadetha corrected. "Hes very civilized-it'swhat makeshim
dangerous.”

"It makes him believable, a any rate," Egddus added thoughtfully.
He was seated on the granite bench in the latticed shade beside
Kaetha; the bench was only large enough to seat two comfortably, but
Anshebbeth had crowded onto the end of it under the pretext of
needing to speak to Kaetha and had gone into her meditation there
rather than moving to another bench. It automaticaly included her in
any conversation, and Starhawk, having watched her find reasonsto
follow Kaethafrom where they had formerly been sitting, guessed that
changing seets again probably would not shake her.

The young novice'sface settled into acurioudy adult lineashe
went on, "My Lord Bishop hasthe gift of dways having aplausble
answer, dways having some aternative possibility. Y ou know he's
corning up to the Fortress tonight, with a scheme for sending Tazey to
an outlying nunnery in the foothills near Farkash on the coast.
Disnheriting her, in effect, but dso exiling her.”

Kaethasface flushed with anger. "He can't! In any case, sending
her away from any possibility of being properly taught won't make her
any thelessmageborn!”

"No," Egaddus said drily. He stood up, the sunlight tipping the thick
masses of hisfair hair like asoft, sparkling halo around hisface. "But it
seemsto be Galdron's current panacea." His blue eyeslooked gravely
down into those of the woman before him, and he sighed. "He'stalking
about doing it to me aswell.”

Asif her throat had been cut, the White Witch's high color ebbed



to wax. Not quite aware of what she did, she reached out to take his
hand.

The young man went on, "He'slearned abot ... " He glanced a
Starhawk, Anshebbeth watching them with devouring black eyes, and
the other sudents-Pradborn Dyer, Luatha Welldig, and Shelaina
Clerk-meditating or chanting quietly to themsalves on other benches
aong the uneven, latticed walk. " About my being your student,” he
finished. "He speaks of sending meto Dawirin or even to Kwest
Mrawe."

A little numbly, Kdethasaid, "Heisyour mentor. Y ou told me
yourself helooked upon you as his chosen novice, his eventua
successor."

Egaldus nodded. "That'swhat he can't forgive. That after he's
favored me, I'd dare find the spark within mysdalf and cometo you to
kindleit to flame. It'swhy | haveto learn fromyou al | can beforel go,
if I'm to be on my own."

Her face changed at that. Starhawk felt it, dmost like aphysical
cooling of the air as Kaletha's hand dipped away from his, and her
body settled back just afraction on the bench. Egadusfelt it aswell.
His blue eyes had an odd, calculating glint as he regarded her, his head
tilted alittleto one sde. Very softly, he asked, "Or are you till going to
keepit dl to yoursdf?'

Turning, he waked away.

He had gone five or six paces when Kaetha started up. "Egaldus

"Kdetha..." Anshebbeth'stiming as sheturned and laid her hand
on the younger woman's arm was far too precise to be accidental.
Egaldus rounded the corner at the end of the walkway. The brazen sun
seemed to ignite his embroidered tabard in gold and azurefire againgt
the parched sand as he strode down the garden. Asif obliviousto al
that had passed before, Anshebbeth said, "Sincel will be ableto
speak to Tazey, perhapsif you told me what to say to her, or gave me
someingruction to passaongto her ..."

In avoicelike watered poison, Kdethasaid, "I'm afraid you'd



scarcdy bequdlified.”
The older woman's mouth pinched tight. A blotch of sunlight,
fdling on her face, caught the sudden twist of wrinkles around her

hungry eyes. "Perhapsif you spent as much time teaching me asyou do
teaching Egddus... "

"Egddusismageborn.”

"Y ou sad before, you could make me mageborn, too."
Anshebbeth's shrill voice cracked. "You said I-"

Crushingly, Kaethasaid, "That was when my teachings-my efforts
to release the powers hidden within the human mind-were your first
priority, Anshebbeth. That was when you werewilling to devote
yourself to purity of the body and exercises of the mind. I'm not sure
that'strue anymore.”

Anshebbeth was gill holding onto her arm. Ka etha turned her
wrigt to shake off the possessive clutch of those long white fingers and
walked after Egaldus, her voluminous black robes billowing behind her
inthe glare of the autumn sun.

"That waan't exectly fair.”

Kaletha averted her face, pretending to be looking out across one
of the smaller courtyards near the bottom of the gardens. Thisonewas
well watered, with acouple of orange trees pregnant with fruit inits
center. Thesmdl of them mingled thickly with that of the roses growing
inlittle craters of packed gray-brown earth at the four corners, the
ever-present harshness of dust, and the sticky warmth from the vendor
of cinnamon buns on the opposite walkway .

"If sheld quit hanging onto me, maybe sheld be pushed away less.”

Starhawk had spotted K aletha a one here on her way out of the
gardensto return to her duties. Anshebbeth was still 1ooking for her
higher up. Whether Kaletha had overtaken and spoken to Egaldus or
not, Starhawk guessed the result was pretty much the same. She leaned
her shoulder against the coarse, shaggy wood of the arbor and looked
down at that white profile benegth its auburn swags of hair. "If you
pushed her dl theway away," she remarked, "she would have gone."



"Y ou don't know 'Shebbeth.” Kaletharemained resolutely staring
into the garden, the harsh light showing up the small wrinklesin the
delicate skin around her eyes. Above the tangle of bare wisteriavines
and old walls, the shadows had begun to dant across the face of Mount
Morian and to dye black the eastern cliffs of the distant Binning Rock.
" She elected me as her mentor and teacher and someoneto tell her
what to do and be when | was seventeen. And the Mother knows she
needed it-an awkward half-caste provincia from Smelting with enough
shirdar nobility in her background to get her parentsto send her to
finishing schoal in the Middle Kingdoms and make her discontented
with everything around her. Neurotic, whining, dinging ... "

"But you've known her for along time."

Kaletha paused. The beautiful shoulders under their black gown
tensed as she presented the back of her head to Starhawk's
unemotiond gaze. Then she Sighed, seeming to read in the Hawk's
uninflected voice the unspoken observation that, had she truly wanted
Anshebbeth never to bother her again, she'd had ampletimeto say so.
Some of the stiffnesswent out of her. "l know," she said.

Shelooked up at Starhawk, the defenses of the one whom she
made hersdlf to bein front of her discipleslowered, hesitantly, likethe
shield of awarrior who doesn't quite trust the cry of "friend.”

"And | was... unfair. But-1 don't know."

"Well," the Hawk said judicioudy, "I admit that when someone
walks around all day with 'Please don't kick me written on their back,
the temptation to kick them can be dmost overwheming.”

The White Witch garted to stiffen with indignant denid of any
sentiment so unworthy of her, then caught the glint of understanding in
those cam eyes, paein the sunburned face.

Starhawk went on, "And her timing wasn't the best.” She came
around and sat on the other end of the bench, facing Kaethain the hat,
spotted shade. "But it's ill no reason to be crud.”

Kaetha sghed again and nodded. With agesture oddly human
after her rigid, self-controlled serenity, she pressed her fingersto her
eyelids, smudged brown with deeplessness. Her face looked suddenly



older, with the struggle not to admit, even to hersdlf, that shewas
jedous, that she was frustrated by the King, and that she could not
quite control all those around her. "Maybeit'sfor the best," she said
wearily. "Egadus being sent away, | mean-if he is going to be sent
away. He might have just said that to ... " She paused, then changed
her mind about what she was going to say and went on with something
else, her tone calm as afrozen lake. "Heis very-eager. Too eager, like
your friend, though of course histeaching isfar more advanced than
Captain Sun Wolf'sis, and | believe he has more potentia because his
mind is better disciplined. He's like aman trying to pour water into a
basin which isn't dug deep enough. He doesn't understand when | try to
tell him that some of it's going to spill on the ground.”

Are you going to keep it all to yourself! he had asked. Starhawk
leaned her back to the arbor post behind her and remembered Sun
Wolf's words about Kaethaand her power. Looking across at that
pale, controlled face, Starhawk wondered suddenly how much of
Kaetha's desre to teach Tazey semmed from the fear that she might
be surpassed in power by agirl younger than herself. A couple of
young girls strolled past them, each with aminer on either arm, the girls
al done up in bright cotton and glass-bead finery, flowers and sweet
grassbraided into their long hair.

For amoment Kalethas lips hardened in a disapproving sneer.
Then shewent on, gill behind her wall of pedagogica cdm, asif
Egalduswastruly theissue. "It takes years of preparing the mind, of
disciplining the body. | know, | sudied in silence, in darkness, for years
... " She stopped again and looked quickly at Starhawk, asif
remembering her closenessto Sun Wolf. Then, bitterly, shetwisted on
the bench and looked out into the dry garden again, keeping her secrets
clenched close within. "All magic springsfrom the mind,” she said after
amoment. "How can power spring from adirty and undisciplined
place? It requires study and purity ... " She hesitated over the word.

"Not to mention,” Starhawk said softly, "the Grest Trid."

Startlement broke Kaetha out of that rigid mold. There was
genuine puzzlement in her voice. "Thewhat?'



"She'd never heard of it?"

Starhawk shook her head. She had come down to the empty
quarter as soon asit grew fully dark. It was arestless night, full of the
movement and dry, dectric whispers of thewind. Far out on the desart
Sun Wolf could sense astorm, but it was traveling e sawhere, and the
foothillswould only fed itsfarthest hem fringes. The moon hung over
the black hump of Mount Morian like atrimmed coin.

Last night Starhawk had not come to him, knowing it was possible
that she would be watched. Before they had become lovers, Sun Wolf
had occasionaly wondered about his second-in-command's habitual
self-contained calm-offhand, soft-voiced, capable of an animal'slogica
cruelty. He had trained with her and fought sword-to-sword with her
too often not to suspect firelay under that gray ice. It was her
vulnerability which had surprised him. 1t was good, beyond anything he
had known, not to have to hide the needs and fears of his soul from her
behind an unbreakable wall of strength.

They coupled in fierce slencein the cdll that had been theirs, close
enough to hear the music that drifted from the Hall. Afterward, spent,
they lay in the darkness, warming one another under the meager
blankets Starhawk had |eft for him with last night'sfood, taking
pleasure only in the touch of one another's skin. 1t seemed like hdf the
night before they spoke.

"She asked mewhat it was," Starhawk said from the hollow of his
shoulder where shelay. "I told her. | have afeding she meant to go
through it in secret, so no one would know she hadn't done it already,
until 1 told her how it was done."

Sun Wolf shivered. The hdlucinatory poison which could bring a
wizard's powersto fruition invariably killed the nonmageborn-and
perhaps, hethought, some of the less strong among the mageborn
aswell. The old man who had whispered of it to Starhawk once had
spoken of preparation for the Trid, but no one knew anymore what
that preparation had been. He himsdlf had only survived it because he
had atrained mercenary's physica strength. The agonized screaming
was what had destroyed his voice. The memory of the pain would
follow him to his grave. He knew down to the depths of his heart that if



he had not been given the poison for other reasons-if he had known he
would haveto take it to achieve amage's full powers-he would never
have had the courageto doit.

But then, like Tazey, he had never wanted to be a mage.
"Tazey will haveto go throughit.”

Starhawk's short, baby-soft hair moved againgt his chest. "'l know."
"Shell need ahdl of alot of teaching firs."

She nodded again. "Y ou know the Bishop and Norbas Milkom
have come up hereto try and talk Osgard into sending her to a
convent," she said. "The Bishop because he's afraid for her soul-I think
Norbas Milkom because he sees it as agood way to break up her
marriage with ashirdar lord and maybe later, just coincidentally, talk
her around into marrying one of his own sons."

"They'll never doit." Sun Wolf's hand smoothed the skin of her
shoulder absently, yet ddighting inthefed of it, like slk under hispam,
broken by the delicate tra-punto of an old knife scar. "It hingeson
Osgard admitting that Tazey's mageborn-that sheisn't the perfect little
princess he's dways wanted. Galdron's going to be lucky if he gets
away from the palace without aflogging for even bringing it up.”

But evidently the Bishop went unflogged, for three hourslater he
came, in slence, to the base of the outside tair that led up to Tazey's
lighted room. The night had grown cold, the terrible eectric quality of it
ebbing asthe distant storm died away over the desert. The music had
long since ceased from the Hall, but the light in the King's solar
continued to burn, and an occasiond soft-footed servant had come and
gone from the curtained archway of Tazey'sroom. The curtainswere
orange and scarlet desert work; with the lightsin the room behind them,
they rippled like arainbow of fire. A reflection of that dim and far-off
luminescence sparkled on the Bishop's embroidered cloak ashe
gathered up hisrobeslike alady's skirts, glanced surreptitioudy around
him, and started to ascend the Sair.

"It'sabit late to be going cdling, Gadron," said a soft, even voice
from the shadows of the Hair.



The old man stopped with an gpoplectic snort. Midway up the
dair, arawboned figure unfolded itself from the shadows; the anking
moonlight brushed afew ivory strands of short-cropped hair and the
glint of stedl studding on agreen leather jerkin such asthe guardswore.
The Bishop blustered, "They said that the Princess deepsill of nights
and that, if shewas dill awake, | might spesk with her.” But like her, he
kept hisvoicelow. A sharp word spoken anywhere between the sair
and the little gate that led from the court to the empty quarter would
wake every deeper on that side of the Palace.

"They probably didn't mean at three hours before dawn.”

"1 have been speaking with the King," the Bishop replied with
dignity. "I thought ... "

"Y ou thought you might be able to talk Tazey into wanting what
you want for her? Give her afew choice nightmaresto think about
before she sees her father at breskfast?’

"Whatever nightmaresthe witch's guilty conscience might visit
upon her,” Gadron said sententioudly, "they are well spent if they will
save her from the eternd nightmare of Hell by causing her to repent.”

"Repent what? How she was born? Saving four people from
dying?Y ou have a beautiful voice, Galdron; you can probably
persuade peopleinto beieving anything.” The dark figure began to
descend the stairs toward him, and there was a sudden flash of
moon-Slvered sted asathin knife appeared in her hand. "I think it
would be awhole lot |ess persuasive with your nose dit clear back to
thesnuses”

Galdron backed down the stairs so hagtily that he nearly tripped
on theflowing satin of his crimson robe. He sammered, "I shall cal-"

"Call whom?" arich, deep voice asked softly from the courtyard
shadows. The Bishop |ooked back irritably over his shoulder. In the
shadows, eyes gleamed white in adark face above the pale blur of a
collar ruffle. "The guards, and tell them you tried to talk your way
around Tazey when her Daddy had aready told you no? | told you it
was afool idea. Let's go back to town."

Gadron hestated for amoment. In the moonlight Starhawk saw



his face purse with frustration. Then he looked up at her where she
stood on the gtairs, hiswhite beard like streaks of ermine among the
dark fur of hiscloak collar. "Don't believethat | have given up,” he
sad, il softly. "Thegirl'ssoul isin danger. | havetold her father so,
though that ... " He hesitated and glanced at Norbas Milkom, who had
materidized beside him in the shadows. He amended, " ... though her
father will not believe me. Thereistoo much witchery in this Palace
aready. She must be removed, or evil will come of it."

And turning, he vanished into the night. Laughing softly to herslf,
Starhawk dipped her knife back into her boot and went up the stairs.

Thefollowing morning Tazey was pronounced well enough to
make her appearancein the Hall at breakfast.

Sitting in her usua place at Kaethastable, Starhawk eyed the girl
worriedly, as Tazey was ushered in by her father and her uncle. Her
dust-blond hair artificidly curled, her broad, straight shoulders framed
inaprofusion of cantaloupe-colored silk ruffles, she looked washed out
and miserable, hopdesdy digtant from the gay and beautiful girl who
had so joyfully danced the war dance. Y ears of friendship with Sun
Wolf's various concubines had given Starhawk the ability to spot
make-up carefully applied, in this case to cover the ravages of
deeplessness and doubt. The King, in puce damask that accentuated
the broken veinsin his nose and cheeks, held his daughter's hand with
possessive pride, hisweary, bloodshot green eyes darting over the
faces of the unnaturally large crowd at breakfast, daring any to speak.

Nonedid. However and whyever Nexué's strident gossip had
been silenced, Starhawk thought, the silencing had been effective.
There was a good chance that the whole affair would be scotched.

And what then? she wondered. The gorgeous and somewhat
wooden-headed Prince Incarsyn would marry Tazey and carry her
off in splendor to hisjewel-like little city deep in the dune seas of
the south. She would eat candied dates, ride in palanquins, bear
his babies, and try to forget what it felt like to part the winds with
her hands.



Asthe King conducted his daughter to her place at the High
Table, Anshebbeth came hurrying down to where Starhawk and
Kaethasat. The governess, in her high-necked velvet gown, looked as
if she, like Tazey, had spent anight either deepless or ravaged by
hideous dreams; her thin hands twitched as she kept glancing back
toward the King. Though her place was with her charge on what was
clearly an officid occasion, she perched nervoudy on the chair at
Kalethas other side.

"They came last night," she fretted. "The Bishop and Norbas
Milkom..."

"Starhawk wastdling me" Kaethareplied, alittle spitefully, asif
to lay emphasis on Anshebbeth's exclusion from the prior conversation.

The governess threw a hunted ook up at the High Table where
Osgard wasirritably ordering Jeryn to St up straight. The boy, just up
from his own bout with sunstroke, looked like alizard in molt, wan and
exhausted and pedling, hiswhite handswith their bitten nailstoying
listlesdy with hisfood. Her voice sank to awhisper, "Do you think he
will-will proclaim your banishment?"

"Your banishment?' Starhawk asked, surprised.

Kaetha's lips compressed with bardly tifled irritation. Anshebbeth
explained hurriedly to Starhawk, "We weretold, Kalethaand I, that the
real reason Gadron and Norbas Milkom came last night wasto
demand that-that Kaletha be sent away! Only because of her power,
only because her excellence would be atemptation to the Princess-only
out of spite, and jeal ousy, because of Egaldus becoming awizard!

They hate her, Gadron and Milkom ... "

"Stop it, 'Shebbeth!" Kaetha said, embarrassed.

"It'strue,” the governess said eagerly, trying too hard to make up
yesterday'slost ground. "Y ou know they hate you."

Kaetha pushed at aforkful of beanson her plate. Still without
looking up, she said, "1 wish you'd stop taking every backstairs rumor
your lover whispersinto your ears as sacred truth.”

At the viciousnessin Kaetha's voi ce as she pronounced the word
lover, Anshebbeth's pale face turned the color of paper, her hand



clutching nervoudy & her throat.

Coldly, Kaethaturned to face her. "Y ou don't think | know
you've been playing the dut with Nanciormis? The man gossipslikean
old woman and sneaks and spies worse than Nexué did. No wonder
I've never been ableto raise the smalest powersinyou, as| havein
Egddus. All you think about isyoursdf.”

Not at dl to Starhawk's surprise, Anshebbeth hung her head.
There were tears periloudy close to the surface as she whispered,
"I-Youreright, Kaetha. | have-l have thought too much of myself-not
enough of your welfare, or that of others. If | haven't achieved power
ye, | redizeit'smy ownfault ... "

Kaletha opened her mouth to say something else, but Starhawk,
redlizing that nothing encourages cruelty so much as subservience,
brokein with, "I think you'd better get back to the High Table,
Anshebbeth, or Osgard will think about banishing Kdetha."

The governess started, throwing a stricken glance up at Osgard's
irritated face. She gulped, hastily wiped her eyes, and gathered up her
flowing skirts, to scurry back and take her place at the bottom of the
High Table, dropping flustered curtseysto everyone there, even asa
gtirring around the Hall door marked the entry of Incarsyn of
Hasdrozaboth, Lord of the Dunes.

Helooks, Starhawk thought, his usual gorgeous self in the full
panoply of the shirdar lords. He had al Nanciormis grace and
beauty, unblurred by the lines of sensudity and indulgence which had
long ago eroded the commander's handsomeness. In hiswhite cloak,
his baggy trousers and soft boots with their slamp-work of gold, his
flowing surcoat, and strings of scarlet and blue amulets, he looked like
ayoung and graceful hunting cat; whereas the commander, though he
hed the same hawklike shirdar features and the same thick braids of
black hair, more resembled a somewhat spoiled tabby who haslong
ago decided that mousing was benesth him.

Osgard rose, leading Tazey by the hand. The girl'sface had the
s, desperate look it had worn, Starhawk realized, when she had first
stepped forward to face the darkness of the storm.



With dightly rehearsed grace, Incarsyn bowed and smiled. "It is
better than you know, my Princess, to see you well again.”

Tazey took adeep breath, released her father's hand, and stepped
forward. Reaching up, she removed the small, gleaming droplets of the
sand-pearlsfrom her ears. Her voice was small and steady and like the
clink of adropped dagger in the enormous slence of the Hall.

"Thank you." She fdtered for oneingtant, glanced desperately
back at the King, then went on. "Y ou've been too good to mefor me
to want to pay you in false coin. What you've heard istrue. I'm
mageborn.” And she put the sand-pearlsinto his hand.

In that hideousingtant of silence, Starhawk's interested glance
took in dl thefaces at the High Table-Osgard's engorging with blood
as hishand came up involuntarily asif hewould strike her, and Jeryn's
dark eyesblazing to life with the first expression of soaring joy
Starhawk had seen in them at his Sister's courage; Nancioromiswas
amiling. Why smiling? Beside her, shewas aware of Kaethasmiling,
too, with triumph at having thwarted the King and with anticipation at
being, after all, Tazey'steacher.

For one shocked instant, Incarsyn looked as taken aback asif
Tazey had confessed to selling her favorsin the Pardle bazaar.

The sllence seemed to last for minutes, though Star-hawk
caculated it wasin fact twelve or thirteen seconds. Then Osgard found
the breath to gasp, "Y ou-"

Incarsyn lifted atilling finger. Reaching forward, he took Tazey's
hand, turned it over gently, and replaced the sand-pearlsin her pam.

"Itisapoor lover," he said softly, hisliquid voice carrying to dl
comers of the Hall, "who abandons his betrothed because she cuts off
her hair, or changesits color, or decides that she will learn to play the
war pipes. What you have told meis no morethan this. If you will have
me, Lady Taswind ... " Graceful as a panther, he sank to one knee and,
closing her fingers around the pearls, pressed akiss upon her knuckles.
" ... T will ill beyour truelord.”

The applause rang like athunderclap in the rafters, shouts of
approva and toastsin weak breakfast wine. Osgard, stayed in his



stride forward to shake Tazey until her teeth rattled, stepped back, his
broad face wreathed in asamile of startled surprise at this magnanimity.
But Tazey, Starhawk saw, looked stunned, shaking her head in
confusion as atear tracked down her hollowed face.

" think it was beautiful,” Anshebbeth sghed dewily, comingtojoin
Kaethastable afew minutes|later.

"Doyou?' Nanciormiswalked quietly up behind her, ahaf-drunk
vessH of winein hand, pressed there by the King to toast the betrothed
couple. His pouchy eyes glinted with cynicism which could not quite
conced furious anger.

Anshebbeth flustered, confused about what she might have said
wrong and even more confused by Nanciormis presence, asif, thought
Starhawk, she can not make up her mind whether to stand next to
him or Kaletha. "Wdl-that is-after what people have been saying ...
though of course there's nothing wrong withiit ... But Incarsyn-"

"Incarsyn,” said Nanciormis bitterly, "would have said the same
thing were she a humpbacked leper and till the daughter of the King of
Wenshar. | know." He looked somberly at Kaetha, and even her cool
reserve relaxed alittle, under hiswarm brown gaze. "1 met him late last
night, coming back from the brothelsin town. 'Doesit matter to meif
the girl'sawitch-bitch? he said. 'l rode north to marry her whatever
shelooked like; if she boils toads and couples with snakesfor her
pleasure, what is that to me? It could be worse-she could play the war
pipes™

Anshebbeth went white with shock and disillusonment. Kalethas
nogtrilsflared in anger, but there was no surprise in her face as she
threw abitter glance at the High Table, where Tazey, rigid with
desperate composure, listened to the Prince's light glow of
blandishmentsthat spared her the effort of sammering areply. "So hell
take her away with him after dl,” she said bitterly. "And her father will
be spared having to think about her 'disgrace." "

"It'swhat he came herefor."
With soft and bitter violence, she whispered, "Men," and turned



her head suddenly, going back to her bregkfast in arctic rage.

After amoment's hesitation Anshebbeth gathered up her long
skirts and sat beside Kaetha, offering the comfort of her presence, but
shethrew onelook quickly back over her shoulder at Nanciormis, asif
asking his permisson. Nanciormis said nothing, but his dark eyes
warmed for amoment with complicity; with that Anshebbeth smiled,
unessily content.

"Thenit'sbeen asham dl dong?' Starhawk asked quietly, looking
up at the commander.

"By no means." Nanciormis shrugged, started to drink from the
cup in hishand, then grimaced, and put it down. " Shel's abeautiful girl,
after dl. But shesmy niece-l care about her happiness.” He looked
back toward the High Table, avery red anger in every line of histhick
shoulders beneath their snowy cape. He was apalitician, as Sun Wolf
had said, for dl hisreatively minor post as commander of the guards,
Starhawk knew him to be skilled in dissmulation, seldom showing his
true thoughts. But hisanger in this Stuation was genuine-and so it
might be, thought Starhawk. She hersalf had never seen that side of
Incarsyn-in fact, had never seen him being other than a shirdar
gentleman: not very imaginative, but doing hisbest within hislimitsto be
kind.

Nanciormis went on bitterly, "He careslessfor her than he does
for his horses-I've heard him say two or three times that he wouldn't
trust any woman on them ... " Kalethas back stiffened at that, and she
turned from her barely touched plate to look up a him again. "He
despises the mageborn-1 won't repesat to you some of the things he's
said about you, Kaetha, and your followers. But he has better sense
than to say them to agirl who can get him related to the mines of
Wenshar and maybe out from under the control of that sster of his. But
of course, | can't say soto her.”

"Since she had no choicein the matter," Starhawk remarked
softly, "what would be the point?*

Down at the end of the High Table, a sudden movement of red
and black caught her eye, and she saw Jeryn st up, looking toward the



doors with sudden brightnesslighting up histhin face for the second
time. At the sameingtant, she knew that Sun Wolf waslooking for her;
turning, she saw him standing in the archways that led to the shadowy
vestibule, scanning the crowd.

Asif she had caled out to him across the great, sun-shafted hall,
he turned his head and met her gaze.

Perhaps because they had been together last night, she felt for one
gplit ingtant the strange tangle of her love for him pull her daytime
mind-a passionate caring that was both physica and materna, aneed
for his happiness that was so deep it shamed her ...

And then, between one eyeblink and the next, the soldier in her
realized he wasn't supposed to be there.

But he was walking forward toward the dais, and so happy was
Osgard with hisdliance with the shirdar secured that he lofted his cup
in greeting and cdled out, "Hey, Captain!" before he remembered why
he'd gected the Wolf from his court.

A look of truculent suspicion clouded hisface, and he stood up.
Starhawk had dready begun to move toward the Wolf, reading in his
slence, the way he held hisbody, that there was something very wrong.
Under alayer of dusty beard-stubble his face looked drawn, as she
remembered it |ooking sometimes when he would look on things that
had been donein the sacking of acity, in the cold light of thefollowing
day. His leather eye patch was blotched with moisture, hisfaded hair
deek and wet, asif he had dunked hishead in a horse trough to clear
hismind. Starhawk thought, If he tries to stop the match now, we're
going to have to fight our way out, touched her sword hilt, and
gauged the best route to the closet window.

Oggard must have been thinking the same thing, for he demanded
roughly, "1 thought | told you to stay the hell away."

"Youdid," theWolf sad. "l just cameto tell you the Bishop
Galdron and Norbas Milkom are dead.”

CHAPTER 9
"When did you see Gadron?'



Starhawk held tight to the reins as her horse tried to throw up its
head, made nervous by the stench of blood. " About three hours after
midnight." The sun, aready well above Dragon's Backbone at
breakfast time, was now hot; thear in the little clearing among the
boulders where she and the Wolf had first rescued Osgard from the
disgruntled shirdar seemed dive with thelow buzz of insects. Used as
shewasto day-old battlefields, the place made Starhawk's stomach
turn. "Milkom was with him. | got theimpression they were heading
straight back to town."

Standing beside her near thelittle cluster of horses a the road's
edge, Sun Wolf nodded. "They must have been. | was wakened by
something about two hours before dawn, but al | heard was every
coyotein the hillshowling. It wasnt till daylight that | smelled the blood.”

From the mouth of alittlewadi that wound away back into the
rocks stumbled one of the band of Trinitarian priests who had met the
posse from the Fortress at the place; he was an oldish man,
bareheaded even in therising hest, hisrobes like an incongruous
bouquet of orchids against the lead-colored rocks. He leaned againgt a
boulder and vomited asif he had been poisoned. Even at this distance,
Starhawk could see the rim of scarlet along the hem of hisrobe.

Sun Wolf scratched his moustache and continued, "I went on into
town to the Cathedral and got Egaldus and a bunch of the prieststo
come out here to keep an eye on the place, but | had alook around,
fird. Y ou see anything odd about this?"

Shelooked around them at the small space of open ground. In
places dark mud had dried to crusted puddles, soaking into the dust;
she noted automatically that the ground underfoot was dust and
pebbles, not sand, and covered like alunatic quilt with back-and-forth
gtitching of tracks-the priests, the posse's, those of the onlookers that
had aready begun to gather and were being held back, rather
unsuccessfully, by Nanciormis and a couple of his guards back on the
road.

"Y ou mean, besides two men and two horses dismembered?’ she
remarked, glancing back at Sun Wolf.



"Beddesthat," he agreed, folding hisarms.

She scanned the road: the gravelly dip and the surrounding rocks,
Egaduswith hisblond hair like athick halo in the hot sun, spesking
with gentle authority to the older priest; and Osgard, some distance
away, stting on aboulder, hisface buried in his hands. Softly, she said,
"I'm trying to picture how it was done, Chief, and | can't. The area of
the kill's huge-it starts over there where one of the horses came down
... " She pointed to a churned-up patch of black mud on the dope
down from the road. Tracks zigzagged franticaly away, passing within
feet of them-pointed-toed dippers. She'd noted them on Galdron,
pearled tips poking coyly from beneath the crimson hem of hisrobe.
One of them, with thefoot il init, lay hafway under aboulder near
the mouth of the wadi, swarming with flies. So far the priests had
missed it. "Milkom's body was over in those rocksthere, but the first
blood starts only afew feet from here.” That, by thelook of it, had
been an artery. She was astonished the little man had been ableto run
so far. "Two trained assassins on good horses could have doneit,
maybe. But ..."

Her glance dipped back to the Wolf. His sunburned face looked
dark againg the white frame of his head veils; hissingle eye, yellow asa
lion's, was narrowed in thought. Knowing hisanswer dready, she sad,
"There weren't any tracks, were there?"

"No," hesaid.

For atime they were both silent. Across the open ground,
Osgard's voicerose in adespairing shriek to no onein particular, "Il
have the bastard crucified! I'll have the skin flayed off him and leave
him for the antdl I'll get whoever did this-I'll get him!" Nanciormis came
hurrying down from the road toward him, leaving the guardsto dedl
with the gaggle of neck-craning miners and cattle herders. Incarsyn,
gtanding closer to the King, holding the bridle of his own horse-one of
the famous white mares of the desert-didn't move. He looked dazed
and shaken, like the man in the legend who had bargained with the
djiinnsfor hisworst enemy's head in abox and, opening it, had found
hisown.

After alittlewhile Starhawk said, "While | was getting ready to



ride with you, 'Shebbeth came to me, in tears because Galdron had
never liked Nanciormis, and she was afraid people would think he had
something to do with it. She said Nanciormiswaswith her last night ... "

"Was he?" Sun Wolf asked, more out of curiogity than anything
dse

"Oh, yes." She nodded. "I was on the balcony for at least two
hours after | saw Galdron. Nanciormis came diding out of 'Shebbeth's
room closeto dawn.”

Her dark brows twitched together for amoment as she
remembered the narrow, rather gloomy confines of the Women'sHall,
with its unmade beds, abandoned by the underservants when they went
to see Tazey'sreinstatement at breskfast, and the grayish shafts of
filtered light that came in through the windows that overlooked the wide
quadrangle of the kitchen courts. Anshebbeth had clutched desperately
at her hands, her face skull-like, deepless, and her hagridden eyes
huge, begging the Hawk not to tell anyone. She would be ruined, utterly
ruined, if the King found out. Starhawk, knowing the standards of
propriety necessary in aPrincess chaperone, had to agree with her
there. But she would testify to anyone, she said, if necessary, that
Nanciormis had not been abroad that night ...

Shelooked across a the commander now. He was knedling on
the ground before the King, graceful asatiger in spite of hisbulk, every
gesture he made lambent with beauty and power. For this man, poor
Anshebbeth was risking not only her reputation-no smdl thingina
community astight knit asthis one-but her position, Tazey's reputation,
her friendship with the person dearest to her, and her own hopeless
dreams of sharing Kaetha's magic; and for thanks, Nanciormis tumbled
her as he casualy tumbled the laundry women, making jokes about her
behind her back.

It was dl none of Starhawk's business, but she was conscious of a
wish to see the commander prey to some kind of comprehensively
disfiguring skin disorder for anumber of weeks.

Quietly, shewent on, "The damn thing is, it would be niceto have
to worry about it being Nanciormis, or Osgard ... or anyone.”



Sun Wolf nodded. The wind turned, blowing alittle skiff of dust
over the dark splatterings of the blood trails, Egaldus and two of
Incarsyn's shirdar bodyguards emerged from behind the rocks, carrying
something between them wrapped in ablanket. One of the horses
whinnied and shied. Overhead, the vultures rode the thermals, curious
but gaying unnaturaly high.

Like the hoarse, stripped scrape of meta, Sun Wolf's voice went
on. "l had afeding about Nexué€'s death, and thistime, I'm sure.
Whatever killed those poor bastards, Hawk, it was nothing human. |
think the time has comefor meto have alittle talk with Kaetha."

"Y ou have no right to ask me about my power!" Kaethaamost
gpat the words at him, like an angry cat. In the datey shadows of the
smdl chamber just off the Women'sHall, her face was like awhite
masK, floating above the dark, heavy folds of her gown.

"The hell | haven't, woman! Two men have been murdered, and a
woman dso, if I'mright. Youreawizad ... "

"Just because you can find no sign of akiller, you accuse me?"

Sun Walf's eye narrowed. "1'm not accusing anyone. But you have
books of magic that could tell us-"

"So!" Theword came out like atrumpet of bitter laughter. "I
thought we'd come to them, sooner or later. You'll take any excuseto
get your hands on them, won't you? Y ou are greedy, like Egaldus, but
without Egaldus discipline and respect.”

Sun Wolf held histemper with an effort, but his harsh voice was
thin. "l don't give atin damnif your way of holding power over your
sudentsisto deny them knowledge-"

"Power has nothing to do withiit! | share my knowledge!”

He didn't take that bait, but went inexorably on. "-but right now
we need to know what killed those men, what could have killed them.
Y ou're thewizard around here. | know there are demonsin Wenshar.
There could be other cresturesin the desert aswell, crestures we
know nothing of ... "



Kaetha scoffed, "Who told you that old tale? Thet old tattler
Nanciormis?'

"I've seen them, dammit!"

"Morelies" she said, her voice cold. "No one has ever seen these
so-called demons-nor, for dl the superstitions about them, has anyone
ever been hurt by them. They're talesto keep children good and to give
men an excuse for punishing wiveswho meddle. But magic isentirely
the product of the human mind, purified by self-sacrificeand reason ... "

"If itsentirely the product of the human mind," said the Wolf, "then
it hasto befouler than acat-house latrine.”

"Don't you use language like that to me.”

"Don't you understand?' Sun Wolf took a step toward her, and
thetal woman fell back before him, hate and resentment in every rigid
line of her body. Through the wide window that overlooked the kitchen
garden, doves could be heard, and the soft chatter of women walking
the paths between the dusty herb beds. The smoke of the kitchen fires,
dready heeting up for that evening's dinner, drifted like an acrid whiff of
far-off battle on the shift of thewind. "Magic isbornin us, because
we're children of the earth. It isn't we who produceit. Its presence
doesn't make us better or holier people. Magic can be as pure and true
asaman giving up hislifefor people he doesn't even know-may his
ancestors help the poor clown-or asfoul and petty asthe thingslovers
say to each other when they tire of love."

"That's another lie!" The smoky red braids swung against her
cheekswith the sharp turn of her head.

"How would you know?" he demanded. "What do you think the
Great Tria is? What do you think it does? It breaks open the crust we
grow over our souls because we can't stand the sight of what's down at
the bottom. It makes us see and understand.”

"That may betrue of your magic, may the Mother help you,"
Kaethasaid, her voice shaking, "but it isn't true of mine. Don't play the
wise man with me, giving yoursdlf airs because you thought some
barbarian rite of passage would give you al you wanted. Y ou can seeit
didn't. Y ou have neither wisdom nor purity-every word you say makes



it plainer to me that you should never be alowed to touch the books of
power that arein my custody.”

"Who put them into your custody?"

"Fatel" shelashed a him. She strode from him, diagondly away
acrossthe smdl, sparsaly furnished stone room, withitsvirgina bedin
its niche and the tall-legged reading desk beside the open window.
Beside the desk in the danting bar of yelow light, she swung
passionately back.

"They aremine." Theblaze of her intensty could be dmost
physicdly felt where he stood near the door. "Magic hasdl but died in
the hundred years of Altiokis tyranny and repression. It has become
soiled and filthy with superdtition, dirtied from the handling of men like
yourself, who seeit only asatool to further their own greeds and lusts.”

Softly, hesaid, "Y ou're quick to say what kind of aman | am and
what | want."

"My power has made me quick." Contempt dripped from her
voice like honey from arotting tree. "And it is up to me to teach magic,
to refound it among the worthy and the pure.”

"Like Egddus?'
Her breath caught, her nostrilsflared, and her lips clamped shut as
if sedled. For amoment there was no sound in the room but the hiss of

her bregth in her nogtrils. Even the passing tread of feet in the garden
outsde had ceased.

Hewent on, "Now, | don't careif you couple with him in the
empty quarter-hel, it wouldn't matter to meif you had himintheHall a
breskfast time. But don't try to tell mewhat | am. Don't look down on
me for loving the Hawk, nor on the Hawk for loving me."

Stiffly, shesaid, "That isn't the same. Y our lovefor her isfounded
in the flesh done and debases you both. But mine for Egaldus grew first
from our purity, from hisadmiration and regard. Only later did it ...
blossom. Though | don't expect you, or anyone else, would understand
that it is different from the loves of other people.”

"Soit'slike demons" Sun Wolf said softly, "that | can seeand you
can't. | need to see those books, Kaletha."



"No." Her voice wasflat asbaked clay.

He walked over to the window, to stand near her in the rectangle
of thelight. "Don't you understand?" he said, hisvoice quiet now,
without anger. Helooked acrossinto those beautiful blue eyes, hard
with suspicion benesth the cinnamon lashes. "I the killer was a-a being,
aghost or adevil-" Her lip curved with scorn. "-they might contain
some mention of it, sSomeway to track it, tofight it ... "

"Something you might believe," shereturned. "They contain the
usua superdtitions, the interpretations of those ignorant of the true
sources of magic.”

"All right," hesaid. "If thekiller isawizard, usng magic, at least
we could trace him or her. Where did you get the books, Ka etha?
Who wrote them? What other wizard gave you your knowledge? Y ou
can use your power to find the true culprit.”

"You think | haven't thought of that?" She siwung away from him,
scorn jeering in her voice. She paced, arestlessred eagle caged in the
narrow room. "Y ou think just because I'm not asoldier like your
precious mistress | have no brains? Y es, I'm going to use my power to
find the true cul prit-my power, yours, Egal dus-the |latent powers hidden
deep in the souls of Luathaand Pradborn, 'Shebbeth and Shelaina.
Haven't you, with al your wisdom-" the word rolled caustic from her
tongue, "-seen the obvious means of finding the culprit? 1'm going to
ask the Bishop Gddron.”

Sun Wolf stared at her, shocked and cold asif she had
unexpectedly driven adagger of iceinto his heart. For amoment he
couldn't think of anything to say. In the silence, he heard the clink of
Starhawk's spurs on the tiled walk outside, her voice asking some
question, and Anshebbeth's answering.

Hefindly whispered, "Galdron'sdead.”
Kadethas nostrils widened alittle at the obviousness of the remark.
But sheonly said, "He and Milkom died late in the night, afew hours,

at most, before dawn. It has not yet been onefull cycle of the sun.
Whenwecdl hisspirit, it will answver."

"That's necromancy.” The horror he felt went deegper than his



memories of his childhood-of the village shaman making hisstinking
conjurations with the fetid remains of enemies hands and ears-deeper
than conscious thought.

Kaethasad camly, "It has been called so, yes."

"Youtdl mel'man evil magician,”" the Wolf said, stunned that
Kaethawould contemplate such athing, "and then you stand therein
cold blood and tell me you're going to conjure the spirits of the dead ...

"Of the Bishop of Pardle," Kaetha corrected him. "It isnot the
samething. | will conjure him because, for dl his hypocrisy about
magic, he was pure in both mind and body. We should have nothing to
fear from the spirits of the pure.”

Sun Wolf's voice was hoarse. "The dead are dead.”

Her lips pursed up like anursemaid's at the stubbornness of a
stupid child. "No more than what | would expect,” shesaid, "of a
barbarian. Y our superstitious dread of the dead, like these ‘demons
youclamtosee..."

"Would you stop calling me abarbarian?' He took a deep breeth.
"Yes, I'm abarbarian, and yes, | fear the dead, and yes, | fear demons,
and with good reason. They're things you can't tamper with."

"Only if your magicisimpure,” Kaetharesponded evenly. ™Y ou
do well to fear, Sun Wolf-it shows prudence. But | assureyou it has
been done before, safely-even routindly. Men like yoursalf
misunderstood it, fearing and hating. They dandered those who had the
power to do it. But those who understood what they were doing came
to no harm. Tonight, when we make the conjuration, you will see.”

"I'll s|e nothing, Lady." Sun Wolf stepped back, filled with a
loathing fear that alifetime of bloodshed had never brought to him.
"Dont beslly," she snapped. Carndian glintsflickeredin her

eyebrows as they snapped together. "I need all the power | canraise.
There must be saven of us.”

"Y ou can find your seventh elsawhere. And if you don't, better
dill."



"Now whao's obstructing whom in finding the killer?"

"l don't know." Sun Wolf backed toward the door, fearing, and
not even much caring that she clearly thought it was her that he feared.
"But if you summon enough power to cdl the spirits of the deed, the
killer may not be what you find."

Later, when he went up to the library, Sun Wolf wondered what it
was about the idea of summoning the dead that filled with with such
unreasoning horror. Yirth of Mandrigyn had warned him against
it-scarcely necessary, since among her spdlls and incantations there had
been no means of doing s0. He could see her stern, narrow face again
now, with itsjade-cold eyes and the disfiguring birthmark like asmutch
of thrown filth over her mouth and chin. Low and soft as arosawood
flute, she had said, As for the calling of the dead, they say that no
matter how good the purpose of the callers, nothing but evil has
ever come of it ...

Behind that memory, theimages of his childhood swam-the
shaman of hisvillagein the bitter north, Many Vaices, laying out by
firdight the Circle of Bonesto summon the voices of the ancestors.
Even then, the hair had prickled on the back of hisneck, for fear that
he might see pupils gleam once more in the sockets of those deed,
smoke-stained skulls.

Of course he hadn't. Many V oices had been athoroughgoing
charlatan, but the best the village had possessed at thetime. Thelittle
man had shown signs of living to aruinous old age-so perhaps hewas
up there ill.

At least, Sun Wolf thought, as he entered thefirst of the severa
quiet, shadowy rooms above the solar, with storm shutters folded
nearly to and black ranks of books deeping in the dimness, Many
Voices had been harmless. He had made his conjurations againgt the
sormsthat had regularly soaked the village, cast his curses against
cows which had continued to chew untroubled cudsin the
meadows which lay like deep pockets of velvet among the rocks of the
cold moors, guarded closely the secrets of hisignorance, and never



promised to do anything of critical importance. Kaletha ...
Sun Wolf frowned into the dimness of the room. Kaletha.

Her books had come from somewhere, hethought. If wizards
enjoyed such a foul reputation in Wenshar, it would be no surprise
that, Altiokis aside, some earlier mage had kept quiet about his or
her power. Even now, that mage's other pupils might be abroad.

To help? hewondered. Or isit one of themwhom we're
looking for, casting this magic at us fromafar? Or ... What?

He remembered the demonsin Wenshar, the blue-white gleam of
their skeletd light, and the sense of terror, of danger. Danger of what?
No one had ever heard of demons physically harming aman, and
Milkom and the Bishop had been literally ripped to pieces.

Without any redl hope of finding anything, he began to wak aong
the doorless cabinets of blackened oak, looking at the books within.
By the shape of the cabinets he guessed that this room had been the
origind library and archive of the Fortress. The chamber beyond, with
itswide, south-facing windows looking out over the desert, had clearly
aways been a scriptorium. The books had undoubtedly been mostly
ledgers then, paybooks and quartermasters reports, stacked on their
Sdes behind locked cabinet doors, aong with paper and ink. He could
seethe holesin the oak cabinet fronts where the doors had been
removed and the marks where the height of shelves had been dtered,
to stand the books upright in the new fashion; he saw aso where new
shelves had been added to accommodate acquisitions over the years,
first here and then in the scriptorium and the other smal room to his|eft.
There were both new and .old books there-enormous tomes of
ydlowed parchment, reeking of dust and lanalin, their crackling leaves
scattered with illuminated capitals, asif someone had spilled aflower
basket over them-and dense, cramped volumes of paper, printed on
smudgy new presses like the ones they had in the universities of Kwest
Mrawe and the Gwarl Peninsula

He took one of the old books off the shelf and opened itsworn
and dirty red leather covers. It was atreatise upon the divine
interrel ationships between the Three Gods, at unnecessary length, inthe



queer, intricately inflected diadect of the reAlms of the eastern steppes
beyond the Tchard Mountains. Further dong he found aromancein the
florid old style of the Megantic Bight. Sun Wolf could read most
permutations of the old language of Gwenth, though he could write only
the choppy book hand of the north and the runes of his own childhood
tongue. He replaced the romance, after running aquick, critica eye
over itspages.

S0 evil was the countenance of the creature that
Wintessadid faint, and Grovand held her in hisarms
and, despite the danger of the monster leaping at them,
waslogt in the beauty of her curlsthat lay likeariver of
spun gold upon his breast, and her lipspale as sea
shellsin the shining moon of her face....

I'd have dropped the silly bint, spun-gold curlsand all, Sun
Wolf thought dourly, moving on. He tried to picture Starhawk fainting
inhisarms at the Sght of amonster legping at them, no matter how evil
its countenance. Sheld probably have grabbed a broom handle and
tripped the thing while he, Sun Wolf, was sill unsheething his sword.

He picked up asmdl, black-bound book from atable and found it
in atongue unknown to him-even the letterslike nothing of the aphabet
of Gwenth.

"That'sin the shirdane."

Turning sharply, he saw Jeryn leaning in the doorway of the
smaller room to hisleft. Hetried to remember when held seen the boy
last-aglimpse of him, douched in hischair at the High Table at
breakfast that morning, when Sun Wolf had broken the news of the
Bishop'sand Milkom's deeths.

"The shirdar were never in the Empire, so they never read and
wrote theway everyone else does. People talk about them asif they
were barbarians, but they're not, you know.” The boy hesitated in the
doorway, afat book tucked under one scrawny arm, asif unsure of his
welcome.

Sun Wolf folded hisbook shut. "I know," he said. He looked
around him at the dark ranks of silent knowledge. "These seemto be



from dl corners of theworld."

Jeryn nodded, hisdark eyeslooking wide in his pinched, thin face
aboveitsformd little ruff. "1 didn't know you could read, Chief."

"Well, peopletak about me asif | was abarbarian, too."
The boy grinned, alittle embarrassed, and ducked his head.

Sun Wolf leaned back against acomer of the shelves, turning the
volume over in hisbig, scarred hands. "How well do you know the
booksin this place?’

Jeryn shrugged. "Pretty well." Finding hisease again, hecamein
and took atdl-legged, spindly stool from awriting desk to climb up
and unerringly replace the tome he carried on ahigh shelf. "I can read
most of them, but some of them are hard-the writing'slittle, and they
talk about things | don't understand. But this one's one of the good
ones," he added, holding up the volume before he did it back into
place. "It's about rocks and jewels and smelting gold. Did you know
that, instead of breaking up the silver rock with hammers, they could
probably make amachineto do it, and run it off amule-treadmill?"

"And to think they want to waste your brainsturning you into a
dumb warrior." The Wolf Sghed. "Isthere any other placeinthe
Fortress where somebody could hide books?'

The boy thought for amoment, then shook hishead. "I don't
know. In their rooms, maybe. How many books?"

Sun Wolf glanced at the shef near him. The smdlest volumes
would have hidden under his hand, the bigger oneswere longer than his
forearm. He had taken a quick glance around Kaethas cell-like
room-it had been bare asanun's. "1 don't know."

"I bet we could find out." Jeryn climbed down from the stool again
and pulled ineffectudly at hisblack hose where they twisted around his
skinny calves. Sun Wolf estimated it was the time when the boy should
have been at afternoon sword practice, but didn't say so. Hewas no
longer ateacher, so it wasn't his business. Besides, from what he'd seen
of Nanciormis teaching, he guessed the boy was better off ashewas.
Having no tadent for dedling with children, the Wolf smply treated Jeryn
as he would have treasted another man-in this case aman who had



knowledge of the libraries of the Fortress.

"They have arecord of the books here." The boy led him into the
small chamber from which hed come-like the origind library, dim,
close, and smelling of paper, ink, and the dust of storms, which had
been |eft to accumulate on the thick granite of the window silisaround
thejoints of the shutters. "They write everything down. They haveto,”
he added, pulling the fat ledger from the shelf and glancing back at Sun
Wolf. "If you don't write everything down, you'll never know if it
disappears.”

Sun Wolf grinned. ™Y ou should try keeping track of atroop of
mercenaries during the winter, if you want practice writing things down
so they don't disappear.” He set his book on the corner of the table as
Jeryn opened the ledger, and leaned over the boy's shoulder to look.
"We want books of magic-books of power. | don't know where they
came from, how many of them there were, or when they camein, but it
was at least a couple of years ago, probably more. But they camein
from somewhere, and | think Kaetha got her hands on them and
stashed them someplace.”

"The empty quarter of the Palace?' Jeryn suggested promptly,
keeping his placein the long, cramped columns of titleswith one
delicate forefinger as he glanced up.

"1 would have thought s0," the Wolf said, after amoment's
consideration. "But most of those buildings are pretty unprotected. The
oneswith the roofs off are decaying badly aready. And people go
there sometimes, looking for lost chickens or aquiet place to fornicate
.. Oh, well, hethought a haf second later, asthe dark eyes nicked
up to him and then away, suddenly aboy's again and startled to hear a
grownup just come out and say it. "l don't think shed risk it."

"There are cllars under the empty quarter, you know," Jeryn said
after amoment. "'Cut down into the rock, some of them. They used to
gtore grain and things down there during the season of storms, back
when thiswas the Fortress and they were under seige dl thetime. Most
of 'emarered dirty," he added fastidioudy, and went back to perusing
the cramped columns of book hand before them.



"Black Book of Wenshar?" Sun Wolf squinted down &t the
unfamiliar handwriting. "' Sounds promising.”

"They only cal it that becauseit's got ablack cover,” Jeryn
supplied. "It'sabig book with the family trees of the Ancient House of
Wenshar, one of the books Mother brought with her in her dowry. It
sayshere, 'Writ in the shirdane." "

"Well, that won't do us much good.”

"Oh, | can read the shirdane," said Jeryn. "Ka etha taught me,
back before she became awizard and started teaching magic. Later
some of the scribes helped me. That book there ... " He pointed to the
little black-bound volume Sun Wolf had set down, ruinoudy old with its
crumbling pagesin danting, flowing characters, their ink faded amost to
nothing, "It startsout ... " He opened it, studied the last page for a
moment, then explained, "The shirdar do their books wrong way
'round. Thissays, A Treatise on the Use of Cactusand ... and ... "
He struggled with the word, then said, "I don't know this one. Cactus
and something, anyway, in Healing."

"Aloe, probably," Sun Wolf guessed, looking down at the boy
with akind of admiration. "Does your father know you read this?"

Jeryn fell slent at the mention of hisfather. After along moment he
said, "l don't think so. | told him | could, once, and he-he said |
shouldn't waste my time."

Sun Wolf gtared to say, A man who spends twelve hours a day
pickling himself in brandy has a lot of room to talk about wasting
time, but shut his mouth on the words. The boy had enough troubles
without being reminded of what was undoubtedly as great ashameto
him as his bookishness was ashame to hisfather. Instead he smply
sad, "Wdl, I'mtelling you it's not awaste of time-not in aKing who's
going to haveto deal with the shirdar al hislife. Wasthis part of your
mother's dowry?"

" think s0," said Jeryn, turning the smal volume thoughtfully over
in hishands. "She brought alot of books, and some of them were

pretty old."
Sun Wolf scanned rapidly down thelist before him. "Thisoneian't



listed here, though-not in your mother'sthings.”

"That'sfunny,” said Jeryn. "Because | thought dl the shirdane
books were Mother's. In fact, | know they were, because it doesn't say
anywhere e sethat they'rein that language.”

" S0 there are books here that weren't listed." Sun Wolf weighed
the dien herbary in his hand, remembering something Starhawk hed
told him Tazey had said, an ideadowly taking shapein hismind.
"Where are the othersin the shirdane?'

Jeryn hurried back out to the larger room, to one of the cabinets
which il retained its door. As he unlatched and siwung it open, he
said, "They keep them al together, because nobody can read them
except acouple of clerks.”

Some were almost new, others ancient and filthy, their leather
covers blackened with smoke and dust and the aily grip of handslong
turned to clay. Sun Wolf counted them-there were twenty-five. "And
there were only seventeen on your mother's dowry list." Heturned
back to the boy, hissingle eye glinting in the hazy gleam of evening
sunlight that diffused through the half-closed shutters. Reaching up, he
took one of the oldest looking and balanced it on the edge of ashdlf for
the boy to look at.

"The Book of the Surgeon,” Jeryn read out the scrolled, faded
symbolslaborioudy. "Oh, ook, therés a skeleton!" he added eagerly,
opening afew leavesin.

"And not avery good one," Sun Wolf added, gazing down over
his shoulder. "His elbow bends the wrong way-look. | don't remember
thisonthelig, ether.”

Jeryn shook his head, puzzled.

"Isthere an inventory of things that were here when the Fortress
was taken over during the rebellion?!

"There should be," Jeryn said dowly. "I mean, if | were arebd
captain and took over an enemy fortress, I'd want alist of what was
there so I'd know how to useit againgt the enemy.”



By the timethey located it, the sun had long since sunk behind the
mountains, al three ill, dust-smelling rooms had gone pitch dark, and
both searchers were smutched from head to foot with the stirred grime
of ages. Sun Wolf was objectively conscious that he was both tired and
hungry. In the furor over Milkom's and the Bishop's deaths, Osgard
had not had time to order the Wolf from the Fortress, but he'd missed
breakfast and wasn't sureiif hiswelcome would hold for dinner-always
provided there was anything left by the time he and Jeryn got down to
the Hall. But al weariness faded beneath an unaccustomed, scholarly
elation as he and Jeryn sat cross-legged on the book-scattered floor,
surrounded by the blue-white pool of magelight thet illuminated the
crackling pages of the old ledger that rested on Sun Wolf's knees.

"Hereitis." Hishand cast wavering cobalt shadows over the faded
page as he pointed. "Thirty volumes of accounts, Sx large skinsfor the
working of coversand forty skinsof parchment ... dried ink ... ink pots
... twenty-six Books of the Witches of Wenshar. | thought as much,
when Kaetha talked about the summoning of the dead.”

"Twenty-sx," Jeryn sad, hissmdl hand resting lightly on Sun
Wolf's shoulder as he looked around hisarm at the page. "And if
Mother brought seventeen,” he said, "and there's twenty-five there now

"That means that somewhere in this Fortress are e ghteen books,"
SunWolf sad, hisvoicelow and hissingle eye gazing thoughtfully into
the darkness, "written by the Witches of Wenshar."

CHAPTER 10

Darknesslay over thefortressof Tandieras; hiding in comersfrom
theydlow torchlight in the Hall, but walking, dive and sniffing, through
the empty quarter. Pde starlight rimmed the broken tiles of the old
weavers courtyard with frost, but did not touch the sable blackness
inddethelong building there. By the wavering sulfur glow of the
requisite seven bowls of fire, Kaetha gathered her followersfor the
summoning of the dead.

Clear and slvery, her voice lifted in the invoceation to the Mother.



"We ask her ad, having done al that we can ... We have purified
ourselveswith fasting ... We have cleansed thisroom with fire and
herbsand water ... "

Standing between Anshebbeth and young Pradborn Dyer,
Starhawk flexed her aching hands. She hadn't swept floors since her
convent days.

" ... We have circled oursdves with Darkness and with Light ... "

A spurt of gold flame from one of the bowls made the
deep-scratched lines of the pentacle seem to bend and lengthen. It
gprawled over the earthen floor like adead bird; the smell of the dry
ground where it had been cut mingled with that of the adobe walls, of
must and crushed herbs, of the cloying incense, and the dectric
dustiness of thewind. A gust groaned through the walls of the empty
quarter which lay just beyond the court, making the flames shudder;
Starhawk could not repress aquick glance over her shoulder, to the
darkness that seemed to wait just outside.

Wreathed in smoke and incense, Kalethamoved from point to
point of the pentacle, taking care never to step acrossitslines. She
touched, inturn, the water in the dishes at its valleys and passed her
hands above the bowls of fire; the shadows of her fingers caressed the
faces of those who stood in the narrow zone between the inner
pentacle and the outer Circle of Light.

"We have drawn the Circle of Light about us, to ward off al
creatures of darkness, we stand before you defended againgt dl that
would do usharm ... "

Except ourselves, thought Starhawk, as the cold hands of those
on either sde shut around hers. Except ourselves.

"l don't likeit," the Chief had said, when sheld spokento him
earlier that evening downin the Hall.

She hadn't asked, "Why not? If he had anything to go on but his
animd inginct for danger he would have said as much. Instead she had
asked, "How dangerous can it be?"

"I don't know. | don't know how powerful Kaethaisor what kind



of magic she'slearned from those books of hers. | don't know how
much power shelll be able to raise from those of her following who
have power of their own-Egaldus and Shelaina" This had been afew
hours ago, when Starhawk had come down to the Hall and found Sun
Wolf and Jeryn devouring abelated dinner of fried cheese and
porridge. Their hair and faces glistened from what |ooked like a hasty
wash in the nearest horse trough, and their shirts and doublets were
gray with old dust and cobwebs. "According to everything I've heard
from Tazey and Nanciormis, the power of the Witches of Wenshar was
just about dways used for evil. It wasn't aquestion of some of them
being good and some of them evil-they were al abad lot, no matter
how good they were to start with."

When Starhawk looked doubtful of that, Jeryn put in, "It'strue.”
The branch of candles, used a supper and relighted by the errant pair
asthey'd come from their mysteriousinvestigationsin thelibrary, shone
in hisdark eyes ashe looked up at her. "It'swhy Tazey was 0
scared-why Father's so angry, too. It isn't just that Tazey didn't want to
turn into awitch and be damned. She didn't want to turn into someone
who'd deserve to be damned. And they did."

The supper things had long since been cleared away, and the folk
who remained in the lower end of the Hall, sewing or mending
harnesses or sharpening wegpons, talked in muffled tones. Beneath the
door of the solar, athread of light wasvisible. For atime, Osgard's
pacing shadow had crossed it, back and forth, back and forth, asif he
imagined he could outwak pain and loss. Some time ago this had
ceased. Now there was only the muted clink of asolitary wine cup on
thelittle bronze table,

Starhawk had frowned, her gaze going from the big, lion-colored
barbarian with his eye patch and his scarred forearms under their tangle
of sun-bleached hair, the brass of hisgrimy doublet winking softly inthe
candldight, to thefragile boy beside him, hisblack curls mussed and
usual shabby primnessthrown to the winds. "Isthat possible?' sheld
asked. "For magic to beintringcaly evil ?*

"It shouldn't be," the Wolf had said. "But then, by dl rights; it
shouldn't work at al. But it does. We still don't know why megic



works, Hawk, any more than we know what lightning isor whét lifeis,
for that matter-why awoman should be able to bring another human
being aive out of her belly, a person who never existed before and who
could raise empires and ride thewind ... Why women?”'

"They're smarter,” Starhawk replied promptly and with astraight
face.

The Wolf had grinned back-it was an old jest between them. Then
he'd sobered and said, "We don't have to understand athing, or even
believeinit, to bekilled by it, Hawk. And after going for years
believing magic had nothing to do with me, I'm not about to sart
thinking | understand it. | don't think magic should-or
could-automatically corrupt those who wield it; but on the other hand,
there's a certain amount of unreliable evidencethat in thiscaseit did.
And in any event, I've been warned against necromancy before.
Kaethamay not need to intend evil for evil to come of it."

" She needs seven,” the Hawk had said dowly, propping her boot
on the bench beside him, her elbow on her thigh. "I'm the only other
person shetrusts. And in an odd way-1 don't exactly trust her, because
she'sirresponsible with her power and with her influence over other
people. But ... inaway | understand her."

He had looked up at her for amoment from his half-devoured
medl, puzzled, asif he had not quite expected her to form afriendship
or aliking where he had none. Not that it was againgt hiswill or even
his expectations-merdly, that he had not thought about the possibility
since they had become lovers.

Finaly held asked, "Pox rot it, Hawk, don't you fed it?"

"| fed thereésdanger, yes" shed said. "But | dso think one or the
other of us should bethere. And if she'sgoing to call power out of
whichever of usit s, it should probably be me because | don't have

He had nodded, accepting her logic. But the sense of danger came
back to her now, anervous prickle; awarrior's indefinable awvareness
that the Stuation, for reasons she could not precisely define, stank like
carrion. She had spent the hours between her talk with Sun Wolf and



the gpproach to midnight meditating, and perhapsit was for this reason
the night around her seemed dive, and the darknessfilled with
half-coalesced entities, waiting only to be named.

Shewasthe only onein the Circle who neither was nor wished she
had been mageborn. Asthey joined hands and Kaethaformed thefina
link in the glowing ring of human energy between Circle and pentagram,
shelooked at the faces of those around her: Luatha, her fat face
creased in concentration, which did not quite eradicate the lines of
sullen discontent around her mouth; Shelaina, wraith-like and
withdrawn, looking at Kaethawith her face transfigured by the
haf-trance in which, under Kaethas guidance, she could light fires
from cold wood; and Pradborn, hiseyestight shut and hislips moving
as he muttered to himself one of Kadetha's spdlls of sdf-hypnoss.
Beside her, Starhawk was aware of Anshebbeth, her whole thin body
tense asthefist of afrightened amateur around aknife hilt, her facea
white mask with its deepless, dark-circled eyes. Through her palms,
clasping Anshebbeth's long, cold finger bones and Pradborn's chubby
flipper, shefdt the stir of power, an dmost pa pable crosscurrent of
moving energy, different from the degpening gillness of the Invisible
Circlein which the nuns of St. Cherybi had meditated. Or perhaps, the
practicd part of her mind said, it was only her knowledge of the
tensgonswhich divided that little band.

At Kaethassigna, Egaldus musica tenor roseto lead the
chanting. Thewordswere unfamiliar to Starhawk except for one earlier
rehearsal, an ancient invocation whose hypnotic sonority numbed the
mind. Kaethas eyes were shut. Outsde, the wind muttered distant
rumors of sorm.

We are children of Earth, thought Starhawk, her mind beginning
to sink under the drone of the voices and of her own participation in the
archaicritua, her thoughts dipping down benegth the weight of the
incense toward the point a which they would be completely stilled.
Deny it though the Trinitarians might, our minds are born of our
bodies, clay informed by living fire; from this comes the power of
what we are, not what we do.

As her mind blended with the chant and the drug-like sweetness of



the smoke, the part of her that remained awarrior tingled like acat at
sunset with the sense of power growing in the darkness beyond the
protective Circle of Light.

By gtarlight, the empty quarter of the Paace had the digointed
appearance of abeast’'s skeleton, rib and femur and tibiatracing where
thewadls had lain, amid a scattering of random vertebrae. Thefragile
whiteness picked out bleached edges and corners of wall and stone
and the silken curve of miniature duneswhose crestsfrayed in the
searching wind. Shadow swathed empty doors and windows and filled
the mouths of ahundred courts and aleyways like black curtains of
cobweb. Theair waslivid with éectricity and the sulfur stench of

power.
If he struck flint, Sun Wolf thought, standing in the sand-strewn
court just ingde the gate, the ether itself would explode.

Methodicaly, he began to quarter the ruins.

He carried no light, nor did he summon the fox fire of the mages,
not wanting to confuse his eyeswith what they saw in light and shadow.
Hewas aware that it would be difficult in any caseto see what he
sought. Ka ethawould have conceded the place from the casua eye,
casting spells around the entrance to the cellar-if cellar it was-that
would cause the glance to dip over the place, asit habitualy dipped
over o many thingsin common life. From his experience scouting and
using scouts, Sun Wolf was well aware how few people could name
every item in aroom or tell whether a door opened outward or inward,
most people, if asked, would be surprised to learn of the door. He had
learned aso how easy were the spells to make this happen.

So he walked through the empty courts carefully, marking with a
little scribble of light each empty doorway through which he
passed-temporary marks, which would fade with the sunlight and be
gone. He counted on hisfingersthe four corners of every roofless cell
he entered-old workshops with desi ccated shards of benches tumbled
where the sandstorms had |eft them dong thewalls, their corners deep
in sand and shattered roof tiles, the dark rafters overhead murmuring



with the voices of deeping doves, what had once been kitchens, with
foxes messesin their round little fireplaces; and roofless stables and
byresfilled with awhispering harlequin of shadow and the furtive scurry
of nervous desert rats. The ones farther in had roof beamsfallen down
across them; nearer the inhabited portions of the Fortress, the beams,
scarcein that treeless country, had been taken avay. Evenintherare
rains of the foothill winters, thethick walls, five and six feet wide at the
base, were beginning to melt to shape esslines of mud.

He made himself walk to every corner and touch the drifted mats
of wood chips and sand there, knowing how illusions could make him
think he had seen each shadowed corner look like every other. He
knew that it wasin the minute and singular checking of every detail that
good segecraft and good generad ship-and, incidentaly, good
magic-lay, so only those with acertain methodica patience could
mester them.

Y et through it al, he was conscious of the magic moving in the
night. The air sesemed to grit upon hisskin, asif dl hisbody werearaw
wound; the magic-laden silences picked and chewed at histaut nerves
until even the diding of hislong hair over his scap in the movement of
hot, restless desert winds was enough to make him start. He could
sense Kaetha and her disciples raising power from the bones of the
earth, cdling it forth from the ambient air; he knew that his own magic
partook of it, drawing strength from the strength that walked free and
restlessin the darkness. He had visited the dyer's workshop with its
shallow, crumbling vat pits, where Nexué's body had been found the
day after her murder. But now, when he waked itsfour corners again,
looking with particular care at the hideoudy stained stones of itsfallen
walls, he could fed the echoes of the maice and horror that had been
enacted there il lingering in the ground. The bass strings of aharp will
gpesk if the wind passes across them; so crumbling ghosts of magic
vibrated around him there as he passed, a shadowless shadow in the
night. In another place hefdt it again, like awesk afterwhisper of
sound. It took him afew moments of gazing at the black stripes of
rafters overhead againgt ablacker sky to redizethat it had beeninthis
cell that he had found the massacred doves.



Hand knit to hand; flesh to flesh. Starhawk was aware, through the
strange sparkling darkness of what was dmost like meditation, of the
power passing through the meat and sinew from the innermost marrow
to the innermost marrow of the knotted bones within. She had never
before partaken of this pooling of power, but she could sense the
energy moving around the circle, greater than Kaetha's power, or
Egaldus fast-growing strength. It seemed to her that the flames that
burned over the herbs and the incense had sunk, that shadow moved
over the faces of the saven, that the lines scratched in the earth to
define the pentacle and the Circle were faintly glowing, and that the
faces themselves, which she had known throughout the last ten days,
had changed, different and yet not unfamiliar, asif she had dways
known what they looked like underneath the skin.

She was chanting, repeeting over and over the meaningless
gyllables of the unknown rite, the sound itsdlf washing over her mind
like the rhythm of seawaves, she was aware they had dl begun to
sway with the movement. She had no idea how long they had been
chanting, nor did she care; aswhen she meditated, it seemed to her that
time had settled and stopped, and she would have been neither
surprised nor upset to walk outside and discover that the stars had not
moved at al or that the sun wasrisng. But in meditation, shewas
conscious of dl things, like the silence of deep water. In this, she was
conscious only of the chant, the steedy best of its strength in her mind,
and the scarcely controlled power dipping from hand to hand. It was
like deep, but moving deep. The mind was released, she thought
dimly-the mind thet lay like ashield over the dark well benesth, from
which the power came.

And just before her own mind surrendered to the chanting, she
redized why dl of the victims had been attacked when they were. But
if that's the case ... she thought, and fear hit her as suddenly asif she
hed stepped off acliff.

Like the whisper of wind, she heard Kaethas voice, though
whether ingde her skull or outside she could not be sure. "Don't break
the Circle.... Don't pull your mind from the power ... "



The others were relying on her. For apanicked instant she wanted
to release the hands she held, flee to the empty quarter and find the
Chief, tdl him, warn him ... But the disciplines of meditation were
strong. Shelet her thoughts sink back into the nothingness of the chant,
and, asif she had opened her hand, the knowledge raveled away into
the dry flicker of the night wind.

Sun Wolf put his hand on the loose dune of sand-covered rubble,
which dissolved before his eyesinto insubstantia shadow. He saw
amog at the same moment that hisfingerstouched it, theiron of the
grillework that the spell had concealed, and he jerked hishand away in
terror, asif burned. He fell back astep, the muttering dry-ness of the
desert wind making cold the swest that suddenly stood on his brow, his
heart damming like asmdter's hammer ...

But there was nothing to be afraid of.

Hismind told him that, even as his breath raced from hislips. Not
even instinct, hethought, no clue, no sign. Just fear itself.

Hisfather's harsh teachings had managed to make him forget for
nearly forty yearsthat he had been mage-born, but it had never quite
eradicated his curiogty. The old man had said a hundred times, "Y ou're
too nosey for awarrior, boy," usualy followed up by aclip on the ear.
He stepped forward again.

He could see the spell marks now on theiron. That delicate frieze
of Sgns, invishleto the human eye, could only have been written by
Kaetha. In the living horror that whispered in every shadow of the
night, he still felt fear of them and of this place, adeserted kitchenin the
midst of the old quarter; but he was aware now that not only the grille,
but the remains of thetiled floor and the crumbling adobe walls, had
been written with fear-spells. The power that walked the night picked
them up and made them resonate in hismind like the ghastly images of
nightmeares.

He wiped the sweat from his palms and fished in his doublet

pocket for awax writing tablet and stylus. It was only the spells of the
night, hetold himsdlf, forcing his hand steady as he copied the signsas



well as he could, to study them later. There was no danger ...
Or wasthere?

He clicked the tablet closed and pocketed it once again. Just
because hisfear was induced by a spdll didn't mean that there was no
reason to fear.

Kadethawould be on the lookout for aspell mark near her
hideaway; but, at aguess, she had no woodscraft. He marked the
corner with three bricks, to find it again in case of some spell that
confused the memory of directions, and walked out into the court.

Thefear lessened as he stepped beneath the broken door-lintel.
Outside, the wind was stronger-not the hard, tearing forerunner of the
storms, but the shifting whisper of dry voices, playing tag among the
ancient stones, like the demon voicesin the canyons of Wenshar. Ina
corner near adry well, he found a couple of dusty cottonwood
saplings, seeded in awet year from the old tree in the next court. They
were half-dead, and it was no difficult thing to tear one of them up by
its shalow roots. His nape prickling like adog's a the queer, rising
tenson of the night, he pulled hisknife from hisbelt and began stripping
the sapling into apole, listening dl the while, though for what he did not
know.

Hewondered if Kaethawould be able to summon the voice of the
dead.

Morethan any artificial spell of hers, laid on this place to keep
intruders away, the thought terrified him.

Cautioudy, he reentered the darkness of the ruin.

The sapling was nearly seven feet long, brittle asonly dry
cottonwood could be. He worked its end through the metd of the grille
and levered sdeways. The meta grated on stone; like the swish of silk
on dugt, he heard something move sharply in the pitchy darkness
undernegth.

Theiron was heavy, but no earth had settled around it-it was
nearly clean of rust. Hetipped the grille out of its sunken bed and
reached gingerly over to toppleit asde. Then helooked down into the
hole beneath and fdlt the skin crawl dong hisscalp.



The pit below was dive with snakes.

Most of them were the brown-and-gray desert rattlers. When his
body bulked dark againgt the night above them, they set up adry
buzzing asthey raised their horned noses skyward. In the darkness, he
could see among them the dender |ead-colored rock asps and, like
gross, flat-headed dugs, the big cave mambas, aslong as hisarm and
half again asfat. Even as he watched, he saw another one dither forth
from aholeinthewadl of the pit, to fal with a soft, Sckening plop to
joinits brethren. The sandy floor of the cellar below seemed to glitter
with black, watching eyes.

They must have been drawn by Kaletha's spells from all over
the empty quarter, hethought, sincefirst I came near the place.

Hefdt asudden rush of sympathy for theloca attitude toward the
Witches of Wenshar.

Well, pox rot you, hethought. Two can play that game.

He hunkered down on the rim of the pit, sapling polein hand. The
vicious buzzing of the rattlersrose again; in the darkness he could make
out sSnuous movement and the dozenfold flicking of forked, black,
guesting tongues.

Reaching out with hismind, he fet the prickling of those supid
alien angers, ashortsghted rage to strike at warmth and the smell of
blood. Never taking his eye from the snakes, he caressed the
cottonwood pole with hisbig, sword-scarred hands, asif to work
magic into it as he would work alotion. Heimparted hissmdl to it, the
heat of hisflesh, and the shadow of hisbulk againgt the night. The
darknessd| about him seemed charged with power, intensfyingin his
mind the smell-fed of the reptile ingtincts bel ow that woke such
disturbing echoesin his own thoughts. He could fed the spellsthat
worked on them, that had drawn them there, and that would turn them
to attack aman. Those spdlls, too, he worked and turned into the
wood, while taking into his own body theilluson of coldnessand sasis
and the smdl| of the ancient stones.

He addressed a brief prayer to such of his ancestors as might be
listening and flung the pole down into the corner of the pit below.



It bounced; at the movement, the snakes were upon it, striking
again and again at the spell-written wood. There was absolutely no time
to lose and noneto think, but it did cross Sun Wolf's mind, as he
lowered himself by his hands and dropped the few feet remaining to the
sandy floor of the pit, that it was perfectly possible for him to have
gotten thefirgt part of his spdlsright and muffed the second.

No, hethought. His body bloodless, smdling of stone and dust
was cold to the tongues of the snakes. He was adead thing; it was the
pole that was dive and must be killed.

They continued to strike the pole.

The cdlar was clean, about a dozen feet square, and low-roofed,
amelling of earth and stone and of the dusty fetor of the snakes. Theair
therewas dry and till. No dust drifted its corners-the walls above
shdltered its entrance from the prevailing winds. A short ladder lay
along onewall, whereit could be lowered and dropped from above. In
the darkness, Sun Wolf could make out atable, areading stand, and a
tall-legged stool. Beyond them, aniche was cut out of thefar wall, a
low ceiling beam sheltering asort of hollow there. Degp ingde it he saw
two small chests of iron-bound legther, neither of them larger than a
woman could carry by hersalf. There were no lamps. To nonmageborn
eyes, even by day, the place would be dim and shadowy, and by night,
aSygian pit.

But even in the darkness, he could see the skittery movement
swvarming dong thelids of the chests.

He threw aquick glance back at the crawling hegp of
loathsomeness around the pole. Hisingtinctstold him that wouldn't last
much longer; it was afight to keep his concentration on theillusonsthat
kept them attacking the wood and blocked their awareness of the heat
of hisown veins. He understood then why meditation was so essentid,
strengthening and freeing the concentration. He knew he could maintain
two illusons at once, but never three.

Thelids of the chests were crawling with scorpions.

Slow with loathing, his hand went to the pocket of his doublet for
his gloves. But even as he did so, movement caught hiseye on the



overhanging beam and on the earth and stonesiit carried. Hed haveto
duck his head under it to reach the chests. Even as he watched, a
scorpion dropped down from the beam into the niche-one of the big,
shiny brown ones, long as a man's hand, whose stings could pierce al
but the toughest leather. The sweat was cold on his face as he passed
his hand nervoudy across the back of his neck, and he understood then
that he couldn't do it. The boxes were locked. Given time, he could
force alock, but he could not pick up atrunk that size, filled with the
weight of books, without crawling halfway under that lintel.

Kaethahad defeated him.

Anger and resentment surged up in him, but the sensible part of
him, the Strategist that had come more and more to the fore as he grew
older, told him not to be stupid. He had been in situations where he
would rather have died than admit that awoman had defested him, but
the stupidity of the actsto which he had let himsdlf be driven in that
kind of rage had never been worth it. She had power. Though he could
fed that his own powers were heightened with the sorcery sirring
through the night, something told him not to push hisluck.

His hyperquick hearing picked up the stir and swish of movement
behind him. Turning, he saw the snakes had findly realized that what
they bit was dead wood. For the mogt part they were still milling, but a
mamba as big around as hisleg was crawling toward him likea
swollen, dirt-colored worm.

Snakeswould sirike at sudden movement; he glided away from
the chedts, glancing everywhere and cursing his blindness on his left
sde. It might have been the heet of hisanger at Kaletha that shivered
thewadl of illusonsthat covered him, merdly the cumulative pressures
of maintaining the spells, or the uncanny power that filled the night like
halucinatory flame-he did not know. But other snakes swung their
heads toward him, tonguesflicking. He flipped the ladder cautioudy
over with the toe of his boot, and asingle scorpion-the small,
whitish-gray kind whose sting was no worse than the sting of a
bee-darted to safety in acorner. He jerked hisfoot aside as the mamba
struck at hisboot hedl and he shoved the ladder into position. If he
panicked, he knew the spellswould crumble. Before the snake could



strike again, he was scrambling up out of the pit, to thewind and
shadows above.

When he reached the top, his hands were shaking so badly he
could barely push the ladder down through the hole again and replace
thegrille

"And when wasthat?' asked Starhawk, her voice quiet in the
gloom of thelittle cdll beyond the stables.

Sun Wolf shook his head. They lay together in the makeshift bed
of pine poles and faded quilts, flesh againgt chilled flesh, but neither had
moved to make love. Their kisses had been those of comfort against
fears and thoughts neither could quite define, and they held each other,
not asloversdo, but like brother and sister, frightened of the dark. "I
don't know. | came back here; it was at least an hour before you did.”
He moved his head, to look down at the browned, ddlicate faceiniits
short frame of ivory hair, whereit lay on the hard pillow of his
pectords. "Why?'

Her gray eyes seemed trangparent in the thin glow of the magdight
that burned like alamp around the tip of one bedpost. "Because I-I'm
not sure, but | think that's when there was a break in the power of the
Circle. It'slike-l can't tell what the Circlewaslike. Like atug of war,
maybe, or-or risng to the climax of lovemaking. | don't know. But
there can be no bresk init, no dacking. The power hasto feed on
itsdf.”

Sun Wolf nodded, understanding. "What you may not be strong
enough to get from yourself, you can achieve by combining many
minds-if you can get those mindsto pull together. Y es. But if one stops

pulling, they all dack.”

"Andthey dl did," said Starhawk. "It was like a harnesstrace
breaking, or likefaling out of love. Kalethatried to recover it, but ...
we never did, completely.”

She moved her weight dightly againgt him, hard muscle and hard
bone, theridges of scars breaking the silk of the flesh.

He asked, "Did Galdron come?"



Starhawk shook her head and moved again, pressing closer to him
under the mottled, sand-colored homespun of the worn quilts. By the
witchlight, he could see the degpening of the scratichwork of finelines
around her eyes; through hisarm around her body, he fdlt the tension of
her muscles.

"What isit?'

"l don't know." She shook her head again, and Sun Wolf, sensing
not only her fear but hisown, drew her tighter yet againg him. "The
concentration broke, or it never peaked. Nothing. But | could fedl it-"
Shelooked around her at the darkness crowding onto the blue
witchlight and the velvet night beyond the window, charcod black and
gtill with the predawn drop of thewind, asif adl theworld held its
bresth. "And | fed it ill."

"I know," the Wolf said softly. "So do I. And I'm wondering why.
Power was built up, Hawk-it's still here, hanging over the empty
quarter likeamiasma. Something ... "

She frowned suddenly, as some word of histugged at her mind.

"What isit?"

"1 don't know. Something you said ... Something | thought during
the summoning ... it wasimportant, but damned if | can remember what
itwasor why. Only ..."

Something beyond the windows snagged the corner of hisvison.
His head whipped around, and the Hawk, feding the sudden flinch of
his muscles, was slent, as he killed the blue glow of the witchlight and
they lay together, staring out of darknessinto the dark.

There was movement in the empty quarter.

Herolled silently out of bed and waked naked to the window,
holding to the velvet density of the shadows around thewall. Theair
was freezing on hisflesh. Like aghost, Starhawk joined him, the quilt
thrown over her shoulder, carrying her sword.

Neither spoke. Around them the power was papable in the night,
the hideous tension that had grown, not lessened, as those who had
formed the Circle had sought their beds.



Sun Wolf was not sure, but he thought he saw the bluish flicker of
demon light among the |abyrinth of skeletonwalls.

Silently he turned away and found his boots, war kilt, and sword.
Ashe pulled them on, Starhawk joined him, locating her own clothing
as she had located her weapon by touch in the dark. By the time she
was ready, Sun Wolf had gone to the door and was |ooking out across
thelittle court toward the empty quarter. He was sure of it now. There
were demonsthere.

Thisis none of my affair, hetold himsdf. But hefelt his heart
quicken with the same fear he had felt in the carved canyons of
Wenshar, afear unlike-deeper than-a man'sfear of death or harm. Fear
of what? the calm, detached portion of his mind wondered
impersondly. It has nothing to do with me.

But in aqueer way he knew that it did.

His hand tightened around the greasy old hilt of hissword. The
Hawk waslike an armed shadow behind him as he moved slently
acrossthe starlit court.

In the labyrinth of the old courtyards, the presence of the demons
was stronger. He could sense them, fed their malice prickleaong his
skin, and hear their thin, piping voices calling to one another among the
stones. Why here? he wondered. Why tonight? Did they follow the
smdll of power, gravitating to this place for the same reasons that they
haunted the ruins of Wenshar? Was that what they wanted of him when
they had hovered through those moonless canyon nights outside the
window of the rock-cut temple, waiting for him? Wasit the revived
power of the old Witchesthat drew them now, like vulturesto the stink
of dying things?

He could hear their voices, sometimeslittle piping criesor alow
crooning, likeachild snging over and over to itsdf the only lineof a
song that it knew. For an ingtant it crossed hismind that it was achild,
lost somewhere in the mazes; then he shook his head and thrust the
thought aside. Liketheir voices, it was only bait in atrap.

What kind of a trap? he wondered. A trap for whom and why?
Except for the occasional biting-demon, they couldn't harm



humans-could they? Asinthe ruins of Wenshar, he felt cold with fear
of them, fear not for his body, but fear of he did not know what. He
wondered suddenly about the Witches of Wenshar and about what had
become of those who had refused to use their power for evil-or if they
had ever had achoice.

Faint and confused among thewalls, he heard avoice calling,
"Kdethal Kdethal" Egaldus, hethought ... or a demon's voice that
sounded like his. Had Kaletha run to check her cache, as soon as
she could rid herself of her disciples? Was that why the
concentration of the Circle had given way when she had somehow
felt his spells against her snakes?

"Kaethal" he belowed, and the echoes mocked him,
Kalethakal ethakaletha ... "If you can hear me, stand till and call!”
cal ..call ...call ..."

"Kaethal" came the other voice, like a desperate echo.

Sun Wolf strode forward, his eye sharp aong the ground before
him, the tops of the wdlls, and the few remaining buildingson al sides.
They crossed through what had been astable court, then hurried down
aroofless colonnade where the sand drifted knee-deep dong the back
wall. Through an eyelesswindow gap, he saw theflicker of something
bright and moving, adiscarded insect-chitin of light, save for those
greedy, unhuman eyes... then it was gone. Heredlized that he still had
his sword ready in his hand and that Starhawk did, too, though neither
weapon would do them the dightest good. The very air seemed
weighted with evil, ready at aword to take shape ...

Why did he fed that, in the back of hismind, he knew that word?
"Kdethal" heroared. "Egddud”

Farther off now, but recognizable as the young acolyte's, the voice
cdled out, "Kdetha?Kad ... "

And then the word turned to a scream.

CHAPTER 11
"The demonswere there. | know, | saw them."



"Areyou saying you think they did it?" Incarsyn asked from his
place on Osgard's | eft.
Nanciormis sneered, "Don't be an ass, man.”

Osgard's bloodshot green eyes narrowed. "If you saw them, they
couldn't have been demons, Captain. Demons are ... "

"Invisble" Sun Woalf finished, douching back in hisblack oak
chair at the fireplace end of the High Table and studying the three men
facing him across the length of the dark board. "'l know." Through the
line of tall southern windows the sun danted in hard bars of horizontal
gold, but around them, the Fortress of Tandieras was unwontedly quiet.
Not until sunup would any man or woman of the guards venture into the
empty quarter to fetch forth Egaldus remains, but the rumor had swept
the place like achaparral fire after adry summer. Sun Wolf could hear
the murmur of it, breathing like wind in the corners of the servants hdls;
he could fed the silence as he or Kaletha passed.

Hewent on, "I don't know why I've ways been able to see them,
but | have. It may come of being mage-born ... "

"Kaethacan't,” Nanciormis pointed out promptly. "Nor, to the
best of my knowledge, can ... " Hejust barely broke off the word
Tazey a afurious glare from the King.

"Itissaid among my people,” Incarsyn put in, "that those who can
see demons do so because they are themsel ves demon-spawned.”

"That's rubbish,” the King snapped.

" S0 there are those among you who can do it?" Sun Wolf asked
thoughtfully, raking the Lord of the Duneswith hissingle golden eye.

The young man nodded, but he didn't look comfortable about the
whole subject. Since yesterday, he had the pale, shaken appearance of
onein thegrip of some heavy and unaccustomed thinking.

At Osgard'sinvitation, the Lord of the Dunes had cometo this
council, but Sun Wolf, feding the subpulse of politics between the three
men, sensed that the request had been afase one. He had sat there
through Sun Wolf'srecitd of his second investigation of the empty
quarter last night and of the finding of what was|eft of Egaldus body,
looking handsome and exotic and alittle puzzled in his gold-gtitched



tunic and snowy cloak. Neither Nanciormis nor Osgard had much to
ask him-he wasthere smply, Sun Wolf guessed, to remind him that he
was still pledged to become Osgard's son-in-law, no matter what
afterthoughts might be now churning through hismind.

Nanciormissaid, "In any caseit'sfoolish to believe it was demons.
They areincapable of harming man.”

"Not necessarily,” the Wolf said. "There have been biting-demons,
sone-throwers... "

"But certainly none cgpable of doing that kind of damage.”

Incarsyn folded one white hand upon the other and appeared to
Sudy for amoment the circle of glinting fire thrown by the facets of his
ruby ring. Then helooked up again. "Among my people, it was said
that such things happened to those who ran afoul of the Witches of
Wenghar."

"Old wives taes!" Osgard's voice was harsh asthe crack of a
whip in the warm blaze of the morning hest.

"Werethey?' Sun Wolf asked softly and turned to look at the
young Lord of the Dunes. "Tdl me, Incarsyn, were dl the Witches of
Wenshar evil? Was there none among them who used her power for
something other than sdlfishnessand lugt?*

The young man frowned and shook his head. Obvioudy the
concept of agood witch had never crossed his mind. Perhapsin the
shirdane in which he thought, such a.concept was linguisticaly
impossible. Inthe crystdline brilliance of the morning sunlight after the
degplessdarmsof the night, hisyouth and hardness contrasted even
more sharply with Nanciormis dack cheeks and double chin-the more
s0 because of theracia smilarity of those two hawk-boned sets of
features framed in the flowing darkness of their braided hair. "None,"
he said smply and then smiled alittle, lightening up hisface. "They
were, you understand, women. A woman will, by nature, put first in her
condderations, the things that immediately affect her whether they be
material goods or satisfaction.” He spoke as onewho forgivesa
sample-minded child for soiling itself, and Sun Wolf suppressed an
unexpected urge to get up and knock his handsome head against the



wal.

He started to retort, but Osgard's heavy voice drowned them
both. "The Witches of Wenshar have nothing to do with it!" he
thundered. "It's clear as daylight what happened! Egalduswas
tampering with heresy and magic last night with that bitch Kaetha,
trying to raise sirits, they say, and got what was coming to him. They
both had every reason to wish Galdron ill, snce the old hypocrite was
threstening to exilehim-"

"And s0 he raised up aspell that backfired on himsdf?" Sun Wolf
demanded. "Tak sense, man.”

"Kdethaand Egaduswere lovers," Nanciormis added scornfully,
but his dark eyes, regarding Sun Wolf, were narrow with thought.
"Sheld never have harmed ahair of hisgolden head.”

"Which isn't necessarily true," remarked Starhawk later, when the
Wolf was sitting cross-legged on the parapet of the watchtower, a
hundred feet above the granite courts of the Hold, pedling an orange.
"Just because you love someone doesn't mean you can't fear and hate
and resent them aswell."

"People couplefor al kinds of reasons.” In the stifling stillness of
the desert air, the orange's perfume was shockingly sweet. "You canlie
with someone you hate, if it givesyou a chance at them.”

"True, but that's not what | mean." Starhawk turned her gaze from
the brazen emptiness of the desert. Framed in the white veils, her face
had a stripped |ook-bones, scars, and ice-gray eyeslike aman's-but
for the softness of thelips. "Loveisn't an easy thing to define. Y ou can
resent people you love-enough to want to kill them, or at least hurt
them badly. People do it al the time. Not the least reason is because
they hold that power over you."

Sun Wolf was silent for amoment, thinking about that and
wondering if the Hawk spoke from persona experience on that score.
He offered her a segment of the orange, and she shook her head-she
never ate on duty, he remembered, evenif it was only watching the
dead landscape of the desert for motion that never came. From up



here, the Haunted Mountains were visible, astained and broken knife
blade over the heat shimmer of the reg. Had she resented him-hated
him, even-in the years she'd been the second-in-command of his
mercenary army, loving him and watching him bed a steedy parade of
elghteen-year-old concubines? In those days he had seldom thought of
her as awoman. Perhaps neither had she.

But looking up, troubled, he met the smilein her eyes, so he asked
ingtead, "Y ou think Kaetharesented Egaldus enough to kill him?"

"Y ou're ateacher.” The Hawk made a sweeping scan of the desert
horizon, then turned her eyes back to him again. "Would you traina
student who was strong enough to defest you? Not just to giveyou a
good fight-but to whip you, crush you, kill you maybe?'

Again Sun Wolf fdl quiet for atime. The sun, warm on hisown
loose-draped veils and the leather of his shoulders and thighs, had lost
itssummer intensity, but theair il felt thick and ectric, charged with
storms. At last he said, "I never have done so. | don't know." He
hesitated, then added truthfully, "1'd like to think 1'd have more pride as
ateacher than | would have vanity asawarrior, but ... | don't know."

Starhawk smiled alittle and resumed her steady watching,
presenting him with the smooth line of her profile, somehow ddicatein
spite of the high cheekbones and too-strong chin. "And you're forty
now and awizard,” shesaid. "1 can lay you money you wouldn't have
when you were twenty-eight. Would you have trained meto be able to
Oefest you?'

The wordswere dow and hard to say. "I'd like to think you
could." But even as he said them, he knew he didn't, not redlly.

You are greedy, like Egaldus, Kalethahad said. And to her
Egaldushad said, You still wish to keep it all to yourself. He had
held Kaethain contempt for doing it-it wasn't a particularly pleasant
thing to redlize about himsdlf.

"But you'e pretty sure | wouldn't," said Starhawk, her voice
gentle. "I understand Kaetha, Wolf. And in spite of hersdlf, | rather like
her. | think she'swrong to be hoarding the books of power, but | can
understand why she's doing it-why she keeps her disciples under her



thumb the way she does-maybe why she let Egaldus seduce her. She
knows she's never had proper teaching; she knows now about the
Gresat Trid, which she didn't know about before. Whatever she says
about it, she knows you've gone through it and she hasn't. She'sfighting
to hang onto her power-over you, over them, over Egaldus.”

"Y ou think sheédd have killed him to keep him away from the
books?" Then he frowned, hisblunt fingers pausing in mid-motion,
sticky with red orange juice like droplets of blood. "But | went after the
books, too. Hell, | went down into the pit. Nothing happened to me."

"It may not have been an impersond trap,” Starhawk said quietly.
"Whatever destroyed Egaldus ... " She turned back to him, dark, level
brows tugging down over her nose. "Could Kaethahave summoned
up that kind of power, specificaly?Or ... 7'

"I don't know!" Sun Woalf swung hishand in frugtration. "Incarsyn
said the Witches of Wenshar did, but ... " Helooked up and saw the
woman's face suddenly puckered with afar-off look, asif shelistened
for some sound beyond the range of hearing. "What isit?"

She shook her head. "1-I can't remember." She leaned on the
battlement, arangy cheetah-shape of dark green lesther and white shirt
deeves againg the endless speckled dustiness of barren scrub land.
"It's on the edge of my mind, something about how the power was
summoned ... | don't know." She made awry face. "I'll remember itin
the middle of the night sometime." Even those words seemed to catch a
loose thread in her memory, and she paused again. Then her eyes
turned back to the desert, and al concentration on dreams or
half-memories vanished in sudden sharp dertness.

Sun Wolf dewed around on his precarious perch on the battlement
to follow her gaze.

On the hard desert horizon agray plume of dust floated, glittering
inthemorning air.

"It can't beastorm.” Tazey shaded her eyes and gazed out over
the desert. Shewas still dressed, as her father had ordered, in girlish
rufflesand curlsfor the benefit of her suitor; pinks and lavenders that



looked garishly incongruous around the strained and hagridden face.

"Of courseit can," Kaetha snapped, glancing sdelong at her. "'l
have sensed one on itsway sncemorning ... "

"If it'sastorm, it's got a damn narrow base." Sun Wolf turned, as
Starhawk and Nanciormis appeared on the thin flight of stone steps that
led down to the courtyard below the gatehouse bal cony where they
stood, both with brass spyglassesin their hands. " The windswon't hit
till thisevening."

Kaethas nodtrils flared with tired loathing at this contradiction of
her words. Like Tazey, she looked rather white around the mouth,
though Sun Wolf could not see from her eyesif she had been crying.
Shelooked haggard, asif the magic that had weighted the air last night
had been drawn from her veins. Sun Wolf found himsalf remembering
that Egadus had died cdling her name.

The Witches of Wenshar, hethought, and redized that the three
of them standing there on the gatehouse, gazing off across the desert
toward the advancing column of dust, were the only witchesin
Wenshar now.

Starhawk handed him his spyglass, made by the best
instrument-maker in Pergemis; he unfolded it with asngp as Nanciormis
extended hisown and set it to hiseye. In the dust and heet haze, the
shapes of horsemen and dromedaries were clearly visble, aswerethe
white bur-nooses of the shirdar and the brightly dyed curtains of a
swathed litter. He took his eye from the glass at the sound of footsteps
on the stair behind him in time to see Osgard, Incarsyn, and
Anshebbeth hurriedly mounting the stairsto crowd onto the gatehouse
platform.

Anshebbeth hurried straight to Kaletha. "'Y ou shouldn't be out
here," shefussed. "Y ou should be resting, you've had aterrible shock."

Kdetha shook her off impatiently. Snubbed and hurt, the
governessturned to Tazey. "And you, dear-Y ou were awake al night,
practicdly ..."

"Please, 'Shebbeth ... "

Nanciormis handed his spyglassto Incarsyn and said, "Isthat who



| thinkitis?"

Theyoung man stood gazing like, some beautiful statue, the loose
deeves of his crimson tunic flattened to his arm muscles by the hot eddy
of wind which rolled the knot of curls at the nape of hisneck. A crease
of consternation appeared on his brow. "The Hasdrozidar," he said at
lagt. "My own people." He lowered the spyglass from hiseye, the
curvesof hismouth st tight with gpprehension.

Nanciormissaid silkily, "They will beled, | believe, by your sger,
the Lady Illyra”

Even at this distance, Sun Wolf could now make out unaided the
swaying shape of the grest litter in the midst of its circle of mounted
outriders. They were moving fast. Either they, too, sensed the onset of
the storm that would hit the Fortress afew hours after nightfdl, or they
amply had the desert dwdler'singtinctive uneasiness about being in
open ground in the season of witches. Beside him, he was aware of the
look of sick fright on Tazey'sface and of the dow flush of anger to
Osgard's.

Incarsyn's voice wastight but steady. "So it seems.”" He hesitated
for amoment, asif figuring out what his next action should be, then
turned and placed a comforting hand on Tazey's shoulder. "Have no
fear, my Princess. Sheisonly awoman. She cannot separate me from
thewifethat | will have." He bowed with hisusud lithe grace, then
strode away down the stairs.

Osgard rumbled, "She'd damn bloody well better not,” and
followed after, hiswhite surcoat billowing in the hot windsthat had
begun to shift along the Fortresss parched granitewalls.

Tazey ill stood looking out across the desert, her facelike
something boarded againgt torms worse than that which she had
parted with her hands. Her fingers, where they rested on the parapet,
where shaking.

"Only awoman," Nanciormis quoted derisvely. At aglance from
him, Anshebbeth fell back from her protective hovering at Tazey'sside.
The big shirdar lord's voice was soft, but carried clearly to those who
remained on the parapet beneath the tall shadows of the Hold. "When



that young man decides he wants the aliance with Wenshar's silver
mines, thereisn't much that shakes him. Don't be deceived, Tazey. He
knows your esteem will only pave hisway."

"Let her done" Starhawk said quietly.

Nanciormis glanced at her, impatient. She had stood where the
shadows fell most densdly, without saying anything, her hands tucked
behind her sword belt-it was easy to forget she wasthere. I don't want
my niece deceived into something shelll regret,” he said roughly.
"Incarsyn careslessfor her than he caresfor his horses. He'stold me
that."

Tazey did not look at him, but Sun Wolf could seein the burnished
sun-glare the swim of tearsin her eyes. "'l haven't been deceived,” she
sad inasmal, steady voice. "I've been pushed and bargained for and
cozened and threatened with everything from agood begting to eternd
damnation ... " Her voice shivered, but did not break. "The only thing
that's helped meto bear it isthat he's been kind enough to try and
deceiveme.”

"In Pardle Sho," her uncle retorted with smooth brutdity, "therésa
woman who raises rabbits for mest. She goes out every morning when
she feeds them, picks them up, pets them, cuddies them, and calls each
by its own name, so that they will come to her and she doesn't have to
chase after them a daughtering time.”

Tazey swung around, looking up at thetall bulk of the man beside
her. The sun glimmered in the tear that lay on her face and on the pink
opaescence of the sand-pearls dangling from her ears. She whispered,
"l hate you." Turning, she gathered up her absurd, ruffled skirtsand ran
after her father down the narrow steps.

The sun danted over toward evening; thewind began torise. It
talked to itsdf in thin, whistling sneers around the corners of the
Fortress, in and out of the thick, decaying adobe walls of the empty
quarter; it smelled of sand and dectricity and burned the Snuseswith
dust. Tempers shortened asthe grip of the drying air crushed brains
and nerves, people too often spoke their minds or acted without



considering consequences, smal hatreds and angersflared. Inthe
courts of the cordilleratowns, astorm was consdered mitigating
circumstancesin cases of assault and murder.

The caravan from the far-off oasis city of Hasdroza-both had
arrived. Its hundred or so lean, sun-hardened riders had stabled their
horses and camelsin the hagtily fitted dormitories on the edges of the
empty quarter and joined to crowd the bodyguard, aready formidable,
of their Lord. From hislittle cell near the stables, Sun Wolf could hear
them talking to one another in the lilting Singsong of the shirdane and
smell their cook fires and the spiced greasiness of their mealsashe
unrolled hisarmor from itswrappings.

"Shelll know if you aren't at supper,” Starhawk said quietly. She
folded her arms and looked out past the haf-furled window shuttersto
the sulfurouslight in thelittle court. A man dressed like agroom, his
black, curly hair proclaiming him one of the shirdar-though he had, like
mogt of the Wenshidar, cut off his braids when he had gone to work for
the new rulers of the land-passed aong the path from the gate, heading
for the privies. Starhawk saw him glance nervoudy at the parched,
dlent wals of the empty quarter and hurry his steps.

"It'sthe only time | can be sure where shelll be" In the long hest of
the afternoon they had made love and dept, though in his dreams Sun
Wolf had seen again the cold, bodiless eyes of the demons. A little
uneasily now he unrolled the shirt of chain mail he hadn't worn since the
seige of Méeplith ayear ago and checked the buckles and leather. The
weight of it was strangein his hands after so long, the harsh, musical
jingling of itsrings both foreign and familiar to hisears. Therewasa
bright patch where it had been mended on the breast-a sizeablerip, but
he could not for the life of him remember what had done that or when.

"If shecankill at adigtance,” Starhawk said, "that might not
matter." Behind her, adust devil scampered across the court; achance
gust of wind groaned around the wals. From the stables nearby, Sun
Wolf could hear the horses samping nervoudy intheir gdls. "Always
supposing Kdethaisthekiller.”

Sun Wolf nodded, not surprised. That thought had crossed his
mind aswell. "Y ou think there might be someone else. Someone who's



hiding the fact they're mageborn. Someone who might, e sometimein
the past, have had access to the books."

"Something likethat." She braced her shoulders againgt the
window frame, the dice of light angling through, shining white againgt
her hair. " A witch would haveto be awfully stupid to go around killing
people by magic in acommunity where there aren't lots of witches
around, but we've both seen stupider things. Remember that
gpothecary in Laedden who poisoned his neighbors wells? It might
amost be-I don't know-some kind of elemental force, like abeast,
killing at random. It's hard to picture someone inflicting that kind of
butchery ddiberatdy.”

"| found it hard to picture a couple of boyskilling their own mother
to get thefamily savingsto buy their way out of abesieged city,” the
Wolf remarked. "Welive and learn. They sure as hell offered methe
money to let them through thelines at Meplith." He pulled the heavy
leather chaps he'd borrowed from one of the horse wranglersfrom
beneath the bed, laid them dongside the mail shirt, studied the
ensemble, and tried to judge whether the protection offered would be
worth thelimitation of his movements. The chapswould certainly
protect him from the snakesif he moved fast enough, asthe thick
leather gloves held acquired would protect his hands from the
scorpions. Asfor meeting anything ese ... they might keep him from
being hamstrung and brought down on thefirgt dash, but after that,
nothing would prevent the whirlwind violence that had destiroyed
Egaldus and that had scattered pieces of the Bishop Galdron and
Norbas Milkom over adozen square yards of sand from shredding the
flesh from his bones.

"Do you think you can keep Kaetha busy for the next few hours?"

If he was attacked, he reflected, hefting the stiff guardsin his
hands, there would be nowhere to run anyway. Fedling Starhawk's
slence, helooked up.

"Chief," said Starhawk dowly, "1'd rather not.”

Once, he knew, he would have demanded why, quick and rather
indignant. Now he let the slencelie; after along moment she sorted out



her words.

"I'll watch her if you want and try to stop her or get word to you if
she comesinto the empty quarter. But | won't use her friendship with
me-her trust of me, in spite of what she knows about me and
you-againg her. | want to keep her friendship with me separate from
my lovefor you."

Her voice was, as usud, cam and uninflected, giving nothing to
anyone, not even to him. But in the years he had known her, and
especidly sincethey had been lovers, he had cometo listen beneeth its
cool tones. He remembered her on the tower, saying, But you're
pretty sure | wouldn't, and he redlized he had asked her, unthinkingly,
what he had no right to ask.

Inthefirs haf second he felt anger at himsdlf and annoyance a
her for doing that to him ... and alittle, heredlized, for choosing
Kaethasrights over hiswhims. That pushed him back to sanity, and he
nodded. "All right," he said. And then, though he saw no changein the
gray eyes il resting on hisface, he added with akind of tiff
unfamiliarity, "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have asked you that.”

She concedled her relief and her somewnhat unflattering surprise
equaly wel and only said, "I'll dowhat | can.”

Asit happened, the entire question became academic anyway.

Starhawk left him to look for Kaetha; the night drew on. The
groan and mutter of thewindsfdl ill, the Slence even moreterrible,
hot and thick over the fortress on its knoll and the dusty town beyond.
The night was pregnant with sorm. Sun Wolf, sitting on the splintery
wooden doorsill of hiscdl waiting for darkness, watched the shutters
being put up in every window of Tandieras. The sun sank, turning the
Binnig Rock to the color of old blood and flashing like threads of fire
on the spires of Pardle Cathedra. He knew there were lamps being
lighted inthe Hall and in the line of archways on the bacony of the
Household, but not even adiver of brightnessilluminated the dark bulk
of the Hold. It seemed to him a dead fortress, slent asthe rocks. Even
the birds were hushed, seeking their own hiding places. The stillness



was eerie, too like that of the dead City of Wenshar.

Hetried to relax and center hismind, tried to keep it on the spdlls
he knew he would have to work, but it strayed again and again to
Starhawk. It had startled him that she would refuse to go against one of
her other friendsfor his sake, and he was aware that he felt miffed
about it, asif she should fed loyalty to no one but himself. It was unfair
to Starhawk, and he knew it.

He sghed and shook hishead a himself. His ancestorswould die
of shame. Going oft, hisfather would say-yielding where he should
grasp tighter for hisown surviva. He had survived forty years by
hanging on. Hislife had been afist which let nothing go. It was difficult
to open it to other things.

Asawarrior, he had known what he was. Here, in this baked
landscape of black rocks and demons whispers, he was seeing what
he might become; and like Tazey, he found that it terrified him.

The hardness of that dreadful, motionless sky softened to ascrim
of dove-colored slk. The smdll of the storm wasin hisveins, pricking
and hissng at hismind. It was not quite dark, but if he wasto finigh, it
was best that he go now. With al the windows of the Hold shuttered, it
was good odds no one would see him. He carefully closed up the
windows of hisown little cell and, in the semi-dark, stripped off his
leather doublet, the chill sartling againgt hisribsthrough theworn
homespun of his patched shirt.

It wasn't until the gpproaching footfalls were very closeto the
doorway that he redlized it was not Starhawk returning. He looked up
asashadow blotted what was |ft of the light. Against the dusk he saw
two of the white-robed shirdar, their hands on their sword hilts,
moationing slently for himto come.

"So you are Sun Wolf." The velled woman's hands moved on the
arms of her jointed bronze camp chair. They were strong hands, white,
like Incarsyn's, moired with alace of shadow in the shuttered
chamber'sflickering dusk. "The barbarian mercenary.”

"My Lady." Heinclined his head and felt the scrutiny of those
remarkable dark eyes. "And you arethe Lady Illyra, chief of the people



of the Dunes."

Her mouth was hidden benesth the indigo vells which shrouded the
faces of al deegp-desert women, but the heavy lids of those dark eyes
lowered. At their corners he saw the brief crinkle of appreciation a
what he knew to be considerably more than an idle compliment. But
shesad, "It isnot theway of our people that awoman should rule. It is
my brother who is Lord of the Dunes." Her voice was low and harsh,
and in it was the authority of one who had never asked any man's
leave. By the dry, leathery folds of skin around her eyes, Sun Wolf
guessed her age at close to his own-forty. Since her teens, according to
rumor, she had ruled for her baby brother Incarsyn, commanding the
armies of Hasdrozaboth without ever removing her modest veils. The
thin, dark fabric puckered with her breath as she went on, " The women
ruled Wenshar, and there was nothing but grief for the shirdar, for al
theyears of their ruling and for al the years after. | peak merely as
ambassador for my brother, who has heavier tasks at hand."

Sun Wolf considered her for amoment-thetall, rangy body,
muffled in robes and veils of black and indigo, the nose that crested out
beneath the gauze of the vell, and the brilliant eyes, cold asa
rattlesnake's, on his. He wondered whether she were beautiful or ugly
benesth those layers of gauze and knew that it did not matter, neither to
her nor to anyone dse. He said, "Matterslike courting awoman of
Wendha?'

"Hewill not marry her."

"He said that he would, knowing what sheis."

Therewas scorn in the deegp voice. "He does not know what she
is. He thinks magic is what the women do with feathers and herbs, to
make this man or that love them or to make barren the other
concubines of their husbands. Hethinksit isan amusement, like
dancing or zhendigo, the arts of touch, and practiced for the same
reasons-to please men." The movement of her body bresthed a musky
perfume which mingled with the pun-gence of the incense-scattered
charcod in the braziers behind her and the sting of dust stirring from the
shutters of the windows. " So think al men, when first they say, 'l will
take to me awoman who knows magic.' For thisisall the magic that



they will dlow women in the desert. | know," she went on softly. "l
have ordered the death of more than one witch among my people.”

Shetook abell from thetable at her sde and rang it, atiny,
piercing sound in the gloom. Sun Wolf, relaxed but battle-ready and
gill not certain where thisinterview would lead, moved ahand casudly
to hissword hilt asadave camein, agood-looking young felow with
the beardless chin and soft fleshiness of aeunuch. Kneding, thedave
laid a cushion of red, embroidered wool by Sun Wolf'sfeet. Ashe
Settled upon it, gtting on hisknees after the fashion of the desert, Sun
Wolf automaticaly checked al possible entrancesto the room. Most of
them had been curtained againg drafts, which lifted the hangings
uneedily, like the dark shrouds of passing ghosts. Hewas particularly
aware of the one directly behind his back.

"Why?" he asked her curioudy. "Y ou know what itisto bea
woman and to fight for power."

"For that same reason,” shereplied. "I know what | did to win the
power | hold. Our ways are not the ways of the north countries, Lord
Captain. The desert isharsh. It does not forgive even well-meant
errors. Our ways have lasted for ahundred generations of men. They
work. When one crosses a desert, one does not |eave the straight path
from water hole to water hole, even though people cry, Thereiswater
over that dunethere™ A gust of wind bellied acurtain in the shadows
beside her and dtirred at the gauze vells covering her face and hair. "To
change the old waysisto risk becoming lost. So the Witches of
Wenshar proved.”

"Tdl me" Sun Wolf said, "about the Witches of Wenshar."

"The rumorsthat brought me hereto hdt this match of my
brother's" she said, "noise that you are awitch yoursdlf. Isthistrue?

Theword she used, with itsdidecticd inflection, lacking in theless
forma speech of Wenshar, tugged at something in histhoughts.

He nodded dowly, unwilling to use that word, that inflection, for
himsdf. "Itis"

"Good." Thelinesaround her eyesflexed again, though he had the
feding that, benesth her vell, the smile on her lipswould not be a



pleasant one. "Very good. Listen to me, Captain Barbarian. My
brother is anxious to make this match with the daughter of the King of
Wenshar, because we are asmal people among the Lords of the
Desert. We have never been great among the tribes, and some of our
neighbors are very powerful. Particularly, we, like dl thetribes, are
threatened by the great lords of the north, the Middle Kingdoms
beyond the mountains. They have told me that the Wizard King who
held dl theworld in subjugation isnow dead, and | havelived inthe
desert long enough to know that, when the great lion dies, thereis much
fighting among the jackal s for hisflesh. My people have need these
daysfor strength.”

Sun Wolf remembered al the petty wars which throughout the
spring and summer had wracked what was left of the Wizard King's
empire. "Thisissn."

The hands, long and strong with their hooked nails, folded around
the chair ams. The Wolf found himsalf wondering whether thiswoman
had ever been married, as al women of the shirdar by custom must be,
and if so, what had become of the poor bastard.

"Yet | say that my brother will not marry awitch, even though she
isthe daughter-and will be the sister-of the King of Wenshar, and that
King, her brother, asickly boy of no great strength. If | let the marriage
go forward and permitted her to live afterwards, she would grow in
strength, not having learned, asall our women do, to spesk softly and
infear of men. In time she would chalenge my powers, and those
others who object to me would gather around her. Whether | wasright
or | waswrong, there would be dissensonsin our people, and for
those dissensions many, perhapsdl, would die. If she married and died
soon after, that would be worse, for her father, her brother, or her
uncle, who casts his eyes on the power in Wenshar, would take it asa
reason to ride againgt us, and again many would die."

"And if she married and did not die in spite of your best efforts,”
added Sun Wolf, "the situation would be worse till."
The dow smile once again shivered the corners of her eyesand

crept like poisoned syrup into her voice. "l see we understand one



"| understand you, woman," said the Wolf. "But | till don't
understand what you want of me."

"No?' Thelevd, dark brow tilted at one end, vanishing under the
low band of dark silk. "Without thisgirl, my people still need some
power, some weapon against those who threaten us. Indeed, asa
witch, if she weds one of these sons of daves who make up what
passes for nobility here, we shdl need it still more. And like my brother,
| would not be averse to having amage among our people, particularly
onerenowned in the arts of war."

Sun Woalf's mouth twitched allittle benegth his ragged moustache.
"Just s0 long ashésaman.”

She nodded equably. "Just s0. Y ou would be no chalengeto me,
Captain. They say, even in the deep desert, that you areamanwho is
loyd to those who pay him and not awhore to take pay from thisman
and that, not caring. Y ou are afighter and awizard, not aruler of
men-for if you werearuler of men, you would have found mentorule
erethis”

Sun Wolf was slent for atime. He could fed the storm very else
now, likethe edge of aknife againgt his skin. Dimly, he heard men
caling to one another outside and the snorting and slamping of the
prized white horses of Hasdrozaboth, againgt the rising groan of the
wind. After some moments he said, "I do not know what | am, Lady.
When | hired mysdlf to othersto do their fighting for them, | knew what
| was sdlling. | don't know that anymore. | can't say, 'I'll do this or 'I'll
do that, because magic ... " He paused, knowing that whatever he
could say about magic, shewould not understand, because he did not
understand it himself. He shook his head. "Tell me about the Witches of
Wenshar. What isit that walksin the ruins of Wenshar?!

Illyrarose from her chair and paced around behind it, her big
hands resting on the smdl, flat circle of itsback. Behind her the
embroidered red-and-blue hangings over the windows had begun to
belly and ripple with a continuous movement, asif evil things scurried
invisibly behind them. Sun Wolf felt the dectricity intheair crackle
adongthe hair of hisarmsand begin to pound in histemples. lllyra
considered him for amoment with wise, dark, cruel eyes.



"Y ou have been there, then?"
"YS"
"And what did you see?'

"Demons," Sun Wolf said. Resting easily on hisfolded-up knees
on the red wool cushion, helooked up at the veiled woman before him.
"The demonsthat rise out of the earth.”

"That was all?' she asked, and he nodded.

The woman sighed and paced afew feet from him, then turned
back. "In the desert," she said, "al the men revere and fear the djinns of
the sand and the sky, the spiritsthat dwell in the rocks. But the women
of the Ancient Houses have their own cults, each to its House. Each
cult guardsits own secrets. So with the Women of Wenshar." Her
hands rested like avulture's claws over the chair back, pale againgt the
dark knurling of thegrain.

"It was apoisoned cult, they say. They handed its secrets down
generation after generation. They chose whom they wished to marry to
their sonsand brothers, to bring into the cult, and took what men they
would to couple with, as men take concubines. It is said that they caled
up demons out of the earth and coupled with them aswell. They
practiced necromancy and caled the spirits of the dead. Any who
opposed the Witches were torn to pieces, asthey say were the Bishop,
the King's friend Milkom who hated the shirdar, this priest who wasthe
White Witch'slover, and the old washerwoman who sandered her.
They say dso that any woman who betrayed the cult met asimilar fate.
Certainly it fell upon any man whom they hated.”

"And did this magic corrupt any who touched it?" asked the Wolf.
[llyrastudied him curioudy, heavy lidsmasking her eyes, asif
asking what lay behind the question. A gust of wind took her enormous
vell, swirling it so that its end nearly brushed Sun Wolf'sface where he
knelt before her chair, and made the flames of the brazier twist like

snakes seeking to escape the incense-strewn coals. When they
subsided, the room seemed darker than before.

"So they say." Her voice was hard and hitter. "Any girl who,
seeing the rites of power, refused to embrace them, perished-but it is



sad that such was the kill of the Women of Wenshar in choosing and
guiding therr initiates that few refused.

"Thusthey ruled al of Wenshar and much of the desert round
about through fear. And thus it was that, when the Lords of the Middle
Kingdoms rode down over the passes to destroy Wenshar and
daughtered these women with fire and sword and magic of their own,
none of the Desert L ords would help the Witches, for dl had suffered
by their arrogance, greed, and senseless destruction.”

She began to pace again like her brother, moving with aleashed,
anima grace. "Thefools. They let their enemies pour out the wine that
they themsealves had to drink. The northern lords held the passes of
Wenshar, and from there it was asimple matter for them to conquer the
desert aswell." The anger in her voice was as harsh asif thewomen
who had wronged her had done so personaly and were still dive, not
generations dead and turned to ash. "And so the Witches brought ill
upon usal. And even when the northern lords were destroyed, it was
not the same asit had been before. Their power was taken by the sons
of daves, the scum of the mines, who know nothing of thisland and
care less-digpossessing us, the shirdar, from our rightful rule. They only
want itsslver, like aman who buys ahorse, thinking only to est it and
not of the grace of itslegs, the softness of its muzzle, or the speed of its
shadow over theland. They are pigs, their nosesflat from pressing
themto pilesof gold ... " Sheturned back to him, somber eyes dark
with ancient rage. "And they hirewhat armiesthey will, to destroy what
isgood and beautiful and turn it only into money, whichisal they
understand. Thereisnot a shirdar lord who does not fed thisat
heart-for they destroyed not only our power, but the order of things as
they should be."

Asif suddenly aware of how far her anger had brought her, she
halted in her pacing and looked down at him again, cold and withdrawn
oncemore. "So | tell you this" shefinished quietly. "My brother will
never marry the seed of that doubled evil, the offpring of witchesand
daves. Not for dl thedliancesin the desert, nor dl the silver which they
can grub from the ground.”

Her eyes narrowed, returning to him. "And you, Sun Wolf," she



sad. "If you do not serve me, whom then will you serve?"
He shook hishead and said, "L ady, | do not know."

CHAPTER 12

With thefind snking of the sun, the wind had risen to nearly gde
velocities; Sun Wolf had to fight hisway aong the rope stretched
across the court of the shirdar, his hands and face torn by sand and
flying pebbleslike singing insects. Even in the shelter of the smdl courts
and pillared colonnades on the west side of the Hall, visibility wasn't
much better, the thick haze of hot, gray dust adding to the blackness of
the night. Ghostly flashes of dry lightning illuminated the murk, but gave
no clear light.

In the Hall, most of the Household was Htill at supper or lingering
over itsremains. The moment he entered the big, shadowy chamber,
Sun Walf fdlt thetension, the smdll of barely masked fear-the sense of
being in a plague city, where no man knew which neighbor's chance
touch might end hislife. Torchlight, blurred by the dust inthe air,
skittered over the faces of guards and servants, retainers, gentlemen,
and ladies-in-waiting who, in ordinary circumstances, would long have
retired to their rooms. To this and to the keyed-up tension of the storm
was added also the baking dryness of the air. Men were drinking more
heavily than usud, and their voices grated againgt the uneasy hushinthe
Hall.

In spite of the unusually large number of peoplein the Hal, the gap
around Kaethas table was noticeable. The White Witch sat, staring
ahead numbly, a plate of untouched eggs and greens before her.
Anshebbeth, at her sde, wastalking gently to her, trying to draw her
out of hersdf with a patience the Wolf would scarcely have expected
from the twitchy old maid. With amercenary's usud practicdity,
Starhawk was downing her dinner, but Sun Wolf didn't deceive himself
into believing her oblivious to those covert glances and fearful whispers
al around.

Kaletha looked bad-drained and shaken and ill. She might have
killed her lover to preserve her pride and her power, the Wolf



thought unwillingly, but she had loved him. Some of the Hawk's
words came back to him, and he wondered what it would do to him, to
lie, againgt his better judgment, with someone, not out of caring, but
solely in order to keep his power over them-to make, in essence, a
whore of himsdlf for power. Would he then kill the person who had
donethet to him?

Could she? Starhawk had asked.

He now knew what he had formerly only suspected, that indeed
she could. And, moreover, if the magic of the Witches somehow
corrupted those who used it, she very likely would.

As Egadus had done when the Bishop had sat at the High Table,
Sun Wolf cloaked himsdlf in shadow and illuson to crossthe Hall. As
he did so, he wondered obliquely whether Ka ethawould have killed
Gadron to protect Egaldus, if shewere dready jedous of Egadus...
or if, when dedling with love, any logic mattered.

Starhawk looked up at him in surprise when he sat beside her.
Since Kaetha and Anshebbeth were far too wrapped up in one
another to do o, she spooned him up stew from the common dish and
poured him some ale, which hedrank thirstily. At the High Table,
Osgard took no notice.

Thiswas hardly surprising, since the big man had obvioudy been
drinking dl afternoon and showed no signs of letting up now. His harsh,
blustering voice boomed out over the frightened murmur of muted
conversation around him: " ... white-livered little coward. He lied about
you, Nanciormis. D'you know what he said? What the hdll's gonna
cometo this country with alying little coward for aKing?'

Nanciormis, fastidious and elegant in his pearled black doublet and
lace ruff, turned his head dightly to regard his brother-in-law with velled
disgust and contempt. Beside the sprawling, wine-soaked giant, Jeryn
sat in crushed silence, his unwashed hair and untidy clothes a sorry
sight. The Wolf remembered Illyras scorn for the sons of davesand
wondered suddenly whether Nanciormis, last scion of the Ancient
House of Wenshar, fdlt it, too. Tazey, on her brother's right, put down
her smdll fan of ornamental feathersto reach across and touch the boy's



am, asif totdl him hewasn't done.

In the unvoiced whisper scouts use on night missions, Starhawk
murmured, "What did you find?"

The Wolf shook hishead. "I didn't go. Had an assignation with a
lady instead.”

"I hope she bit you. Y ou want some bread?' She broke aloaf and
handed him hdf. It tasted faintly of dust-there was a skin of dust over
the head on the de, which gritted in the Wolf's moustache.

"If she had, I'd be the rest of the night cauterizing the wound.
Anything happen that | should know about?’

"Two fights between guards and Incarsyn's shirdar, one between a
laundress and a scullery maid, and rumors of a strike down at the
Vulture Minein Pardle Sho."

"It could just be the storm.”

"No. They say the miners are afraid to go down the pithead, for
fear of meeting whatever's been doing thiskilling. Y es, it's stupid-but
thisbusinessis going to cometo blood fast, Chief." She wiped her
fingers neatly on apiece of bread and reached for one of the orangesin
the yellow pottery bowl on the corner of the table. On her other side,
Anshebbeth's gentle, comforting voice ran on. Against the shadows,
Kaetha's ravaged profile was motionless, white as carved bone.

Quietly, the Wolf said, "It'sjust aquestion of whether the right
person's gets shed.” In a soft voice, hetold the Hawk of hisinterview
with the Lady Illyra. "Incarsyn may talk asif women are nothing in the
shirdar-and maybe they arent, in the things the men lay clam to, like
riding and dancing and worshiping the wind-but it's damn certain some
of them can hold power."

"Maybe," Starhawk said quietly. "If you've been raised to know
how to finessefor it and if that kind of power iswhat you want."

A gust of wind from outside made the torch flame swirl and legp
and the massive shuttersrattle asif in shock. There was acommotion
around the outer doors of the Hall; in the dark archesfrom the
vestibule, Incarsyn stood framed, dust streaming in gray threads as he
unwrapped hisvells. Hiswhite-cloaked warriorswere likeaslent



company of sand djinns behind.

"My Lord." Osgard heaved himself to hisfeet and gestured with
his cup to the empty place on Nanciormis |€eft. "We feared we'd not
seeyou." Hisbassvoice drawled with wine.

Lithe asapuma, the shirdar lord made hisway among the
benches. Anshebbeth started unwillingly to rise from her place beside
Kaethato be with Tazey as propriety demanded. But Incarsyn
stopped short at the foot of the dais and inclined his head, hisbraids
swinging forward like gold-bound velvet ropes.

"My Lord," hesaid. "It grieves me much to say so, but my
esteemed sister has brought me messages of great urgency from my
people. It is necessary that, as soon as the storm subsides, | and my
men make immediate preparations to return to them as quickly as may
be. Please forgive us this unpardonable breach of civility and rest
assured that the memory of your hospitaity will remain with us, asthe
memory of campfirelight upon anight of cold.”

In the long moment of sllence, the King's red face flushed il
deeper crimson. There was no one in the room unaware of what the
young Prince had really said. Osgard's voice thickened with an
intoxicated rage that knew no diplomacy. "And my daughter?

The movement of Tazey's feather fan froze, her brows stood out
black on aface suddenly ashen.

Without aword between them, Sun Wolf and Starhawk did to
their feet and began to make their unobtrusive way to the dais.

Once more Incarsyn bowed, but he did not meet Tazey's eyes.
His voice was unwilling but still smooth. "I fear that the messages that
my sister has brought have made it impossible for me to wed your
beautiful daughter, my Lord."

Osgard surged to hisfeet. Y ou mean you won't have her-isthat
what you're saying?' he bellowed. "My daughter, the Princess of
Wenshar ... "

"Father ... " Tazey began pleadingly, and Nanciormis, alarmed,
started to get up.

Face purple with rage, Osgard hurled hischair asde. "You



louse-picking, pox-rotted, djinn-worshiping horse kisser! My daughter
... " Helunged for the young man, hands outstretched to kill.
Nanciormis, taken entirely by surprise, legped after him and caught him
from one side, as Incarsyn stepped back, his hand going to his dagger
hilt. Sun Wolf and Starhawk got the King's other arm just as
Nanciormis buckled from a booted kick to histhigh that nearly broke
the bone. As he sumbled back, Sun Wolf grimly held onto the heaving,
swearing drunkard, reflecting that al the commander'sfighting had
obvioudy been done, sword in hand, on battlefields. He himsdlf had
gone through more tavern brawls than he could count and had dedlt
with enough drunksto congtitute a more formidable army than many
small cities could have mustered. He and Starhawk dragged the
clawing, cursing King backward over the ruins of the chair toward the
door of the solar, which Jeryn, the only person at the table who seemed
to have retained hiswits, dashed ahead of them to open.

The minute they were out of Sight in the darkened solar, Sun Wolf
pulled a hand free and dugged Osgard a hard blow to the jaw to knock
him out. 1t took him three tries and left both him and Starhawk covered
with bruises, spilled wine, and fingernail scratches, before they shoveled
the King'sinert body onto the divan.

"Mother!" Starhawk swore, as Sun Wolf flexed his bruised hand.
"I've seen you coldcock a horse for abet, Chief ... "

"It was asober horse,” the Wolf growled. Still shaking his
knuckles, he turned disgustedly to the door. When they emerged from
the solar, the dai's seemed to be jammed with people: servants dll
talking excitedly and guards|ooking at one another, wondering whether
they should arrest Sun Wolf for lese majeste. Nanciormiswas standing
with Incarsyn, who had not moved from his place before the High
Table; hisbeautiful voice, too low for them to catch the exact words,
was smooth and rapid, every beautifully wrought gesture speaking of
conciliation and gpology for afather'svery red, though regrettable,
anger for what he felt, however wrongly, to be adight upon his
daughter ...

"And hewas picked asKing by his predecessor?' Starhawk
wondered quietly, glancing back at the sodden, snoring formin the



chamber behind them. "It'sawonder they haven't been at war
continudly for years."

Sun Wolf shook hishead. "Drinking like that grows on them,
Hawk," he said softly. "He probably hasn't been like thisfor more than
ayear or 0. I'd bet aweek's pay it takes less now to set him off than it
did, and hed tell you himsdlf he's had more reason these days ... " Still
rubbing his aching hand, he glanced down to see Jeryn at hisside within
the solar door. "Y ou always that quick, Scout, or you been in tavern
brawls before?!

Jeryn gave a cracked laugh and looked away so Sun Wolf
wouldn't see him sneak ahand up to wipe his eyes, the Wolf dropped a
casud hand to the boy's quilted velvet shoulder. At thefoot of the dais,
Nanciormis seemed to be making headway. Sun Wolf caught the
shirdane word for scorm. Around the clustered backs of shirdar and
green-clothed Fortress guards, Incarsyn could be seen to be nodding,
unwilling but mallified. In the srange dust haze of the lamplight,
Anshebbeth was at Tazey's Sde, holding the girl's hand, furioudy
protective and nearly in tears hersdlf. Tazey, fan trembling in her
shaking fingers, looked gray around the mouth, asif she were about to
be sick.

Again he caught the word for scormsin the babble of the shirdane
and the phrase, the season of witches. Glancing down at the boy
beside him he asked softly, "How's your etymology, Scout?"

Jeryn looked up at him, surprised.
"Can you tdl methe difference between awizard and awitch?'

"Sure" Starhawk remarked. "'A wizard iswhat they call you when
they want to hire you, and awitch iswhat they call you when they're
getting ready to run you out of town."

Nanciormis and Incarsyn made deep mutual bows. The Lord of
the Dunes turned away. Her face set and white, Tazey rose from her
place, handing her fan to the startled Anshebbeth and dipping through
the crowd toward the two Desert Lords. In the grimy orange torchlight
she looked older, haggard, and shaken; when she stopped before
Incarsyn, Sun Wolf could see by the tremor of her girlish gown how



badly her legs were shaking.
Shebegan, "My Lord Incarsyn ... "

TheLord of the Dunesturned away from her without meeting her
eyes. With his retainers behind him, he strode the length of the smoky,
dlent room and out the door. Thewind swirled in their white cloaks,
tearing at the torch flames. Then they were gone.

Only then did the noise rise again, the muted voiceslike the hrush
of the sea.

Nanciormiswalked over to hisniece and put acomforting arm
around her shoulders. She jerked away from him, the color that had
flooded her cheeks an instant earlier bleaching away again, her eyes
filmed with blinding tears. After amoment's stillness, she, too, walked
from the room.

"Having met the Lady lllyra" the Wolf remarked softly inthe
brown gloom of the shadowed dais. "I think Tazey'swdl out of it."

Starhawk rubbed the bridge of her nose, asif seeking to crush out
the dry ache within her skull. " She was dwayswdl out of it," she
replied. " She never wanted it."

Beside them, asharp, tiny noise and agasp of pain made them
turn. Anshebbeth stood staring down &t her bleeding pam, wherethe
furious clench of her hand had broken the delicate ivory sticks of
Tazey'sfan. With amuffled sob of embarrassment, the governessfled
the room, leaving the broken fan lying on thefloor, its feathers dabbed
inblood like adaughtered bird.

"You've got to admit,” Sun Wolf said later, "that Incarsyn did the
most tactful thing he could. The business about ‘'messages from my
people was al my granny's second-best mail shirt, but asareason for
leaving, it would pass. If Osgard hadn't been damn drunken fool
enough to push it, people would have gotten used to theideaiin six or
ten monthsthat he wasn't coming back to wed Tazey, without ever
having to insult Tazey by saying it out loud." He picked up his cards.
"lan't there anything in that deck below anine?’

"Stop complaining; you dedt thishand.”



"Bloody Kdetha's taught you how to hex decks."

"Yeah. And if you'd hung around with her long enough, you'd have
learned it, too. How's that for acrib?

"Damn Mother worshipper.”

"Atleast | don't worship sticks and old bottles, like some
barbarian ex-commanders of mercenaries | could name but wontt,
because they're present. Fifteen two, fifteen four, and apair issix plus
those aredl the sameauit ... "

"l see'em.”
" ... and two for thirty-one ... " She moved the peg nestly around
the cribbage board in the flickering ochre firelight.

Sun Wolf grumbled again, "Damn Mother worshipper.”

It was growing late, but few people had |eft the Hall. The storm
gill howled around the walls, the hot air was thick with dust and
electricity and heavy with the unventilated stinks of torch smoke,
cooking, and stale swesat. Underservants had taken up the trestle
tables, but at least haf of those who had eaten supper were il there.
Now and then their voiceswould rise, sharp and angry, asthe crackling
air shortened tempers and made speech careless. Then silence would
fall again asthey dl redlized once more their unwillingnessto leave, and
the wind would moan among the rafterslike the grieving damned.

It would be along way, Sun Wolf reflected, down those dark
corridorsto rooms where they'd lie alone, listening to that wind and
wondering whether Nexué and Egadus had seen anything of their killer
before they died. Even the lower servants and guards, whose
dormitories opened off the main Hall, clustered till around the hazy
pools of muddy torchlight, perfectly prepared to wait out the storm.
Contrary to custom, the doors of both the Men's Hall and the Women's
stood open. Upper servants-the chief cook, the dancing master,
musicians, and clerks-who had their own chambers, nodded deepily
over games of cards and backgammon; the chief scribe was curled up,
unabashedly adeep in agloomy corner.

Sun Wolf stared moodily out past his unsatisfactory collection of
fives, axes, and unmatched roydty, wondering if it wasthe samein



those halls on the fringes of the empty quarter which had been given
over to Incarsyn and hisretinue. HEd sized them up when held been
taken through to Illyras quarters and knew them as hardened warriors
who feared neither man nor the desert's crudity.

But thiswas different, this death which could be neither fought nor
fled. The demons of Wenshar returned to his mind, the moony,
phosphorescent formsthat had flicked in the corner of hisvisioninthe
slence of the empty quarter, and the way those cold, glowing shapes
had clustered during the storm, thick as bees a swarming time, benesth
the windows of the templein Wenshar.

He wondered where Ka ethawas and exactly whenin the
confusion she had dipped from the Hall.

Starhawk was looking inquiringly at him over her flat-folded hand
of cards, the dight crease of pain more marked on her forehead. He
laid his own cards down quietly. "I'm going out to have alook around.
The storm'sfading,” he added, as she started to protest. "The heart of
it'soff south, anyway."

"Becareful." Shesaid it casudly, but in her eyeshe saw she didn't
mean the storm.

He shook hishead. "I fed-I don't know. | don't sense any
danger-not like last night. In any case, it'snot midnight yet, or anywhere
near. The other attacks were al between midnight and dawn. | won't
belong.”

"l seem to remember hunting you for two or three months after the
last time you said that," Starhawk remarked, collecting the cards and
shuffling them competently. "But haveit your ownway." Shewaslaying
out ahand of solitaire as, cloaked in shadow and illusion, he drifted for
the vedtibule.

The wind nearly jerked the great outer door from hishands as he
opened it a crack to dip through. Outside, the bulk of the Hold and the
courts and walkways around it offered him some protection; but even
30, the force of the gae made him stagger. Like aman fighting to wade
through ariptide, he thrashed hisway to the pillars of the colonnade
and, wrapping his arms around the nearest one, held his body tight



againg it. Sand-laden wind clawed hislong hair back from hisface and
ripped at hisskin with talons of gravel. The hot dust clogged his nogtrils
and the eectricity in theair throbbed in hisbrain.

He could sense the moon riding high over theroiling wall of dust
and chaos. With his eye squeezed shut against the savagery of the
sorm, helet hissoul dip toward the sllence of meditation,
listening-seeking the Invisble Circlein which he would be freeto walk
everywhere in the tempest-torn citadel.

Sowly he became aware of the various currents of the searing
wind streaming like water around the towers, of the weight of stone and
tile on the balanced stars and chevrons of the roof beams, of nightlamp
shadows beneath them, and of the open eyes of two royal children
daring awake at the raving darkness. He felt the lightning flare off the
Cathedrd's dry, glittering spikes and die between the Binnig Rock and
Mount Morian. He sensed how the hurricane savagery ripped and
swirled around the wallsin the empty quarter. Sand was scouring the
broken tiles of the floor, the dust was burying the smells of decaying
blood there, the snakesin their holes were dreaming of ophidian hates,
and the dovesin their crannies were dreaming of nameless, walking fear

Abovethewind, he heard a scream.

The sound wrenched him from his contemplation. Even asit did
30, hissense of it waslogt, swallowed up in the demented fury of the
winds. Hiswarrior'singtinct told him to rush back at once to the Hall
for hep-thewizard in him forced him back into the slence of his
meditation, casting through the wind-scoured hdlsfor the direction of
the sound.

Another scream and another, above him and to hisright. The
bal cony of the Household.

He swung around and ran for the Hall door.

Ashefought it open, he heard the scream as men would heer it,
surging in terror over the howling of the fading storm, directionless,
from nowhere, terrifying in its uncertainty. Rising like an echo behind it,
he thought he heard a second scream of horror and despair; but with



the wind hammering in his ears as he heaved the door to, he could not
tell. By the time he crossed the vestibule, Starhawk, sword in hand and
adozen scared servants at her back, was halfway up theinterior Sairs.

Thelittle hall that ran behind the upper rooms of the Household
was avortex of winds. Heflung aglowing bal of bluelight before him,
and it showed him dl the doorstight shut. He was aware of others
clambering up the narrow flight behind him: Osgard, in night clothes
gtinking of stale wine and vomit; two guards, ashen-faced with fear; the
chief cook with acleaver; and Incarsyn, naked under asilken
bedgown, sword in hand. A door jerked open near him, and
Anshebbeth ran out, fully dressed, her black eyes wide with horror,
clutching the black billows of her skirts. She gasped, "On the balcony! |
heard ... "

Sun Wolf leaned into the wind as he plunged through her room
and out through the open shutters to the darkness and storm.

Up on the long ba cony, the violence of the storm wasterrific. Had
it not been for the crendlations of the wall, the Wolf would have been
swept from hisfeet; but feding himsdf skid under the sweep of the
powerful blast that scoured the south wall, he dropped to his knees and
grabbed for the stone of thewall. After amoment, he put forth his
drength againd it, turning the main force of the blast enough to struggle
to hisfeet. The dust intheair threw back most of the witchlight, but he
could make out which of the archway shutters had been forced open
from within. The great inner curtain flapped like atorn sail inthe dip
stream. Staggering to the parapet, he looked down.

The dark, irregular lump of abody could just be made out,
huddled at the foot of the wall. Eddies of the storm, broken by the
courtyard walls, rippled at the dark sprawl of bloodied robes and
dtirred the black, haf-unraveled braids of the jeweled hair.

"Did you seeit clearly?" Osgard handed Nanciormis acup of wine.

The commander hesitated for along moment, dark eyestraveling
from Osgard's face to Sun Walf's. Then he shook his head and gasped
asKaetharinsed down the abraded wound in his arm with ascouring



concoction of wine and marigolds. "But believeme, | didn't stay for a
closelook.”

Sun Wolf folded hisarms and leaned his back againgt thetiled
mantel of the solar. Thelast, spent whispers of the storm were dying
down. In the sllence, Anshebbeth's sobbing wasjarringly loud. When
they had carried the unconscious Nanciormisinside, she had collapsed
into hysterical screams. Kaetha, appearing out of nowhere, her
carndlian hair streaming disheveled down her back, had struck her
disciple acrossthe face and cursed her, from jealousy or impatience or
merely the burn of the ssorm aong her overdtreiched nerves. Ignored
and hurt, the governess now whimpered wretchedly in a corner.

While Kaethawas ascertaining that Nanciormiswasin fact il
dive-dueto hisfaling first to the roof of asmal colonnade and only
from there to the ground in the shelter of the wall-Sun Wolf and
Starhawk had run lightly back up the inner stairs and aong the narrow
corridor to Nanciormis room. Not surprisingly, they had found nothing
there. A chair had been overset, and the jointed bronze table thrust
violently asde. An open book sprawled on the floor. Sun Wolf picked
it up; it was atreatise on falconry. Againgt the sonewall, aburned
patch and aring of amber shards showed where the lamp had been
hurled, the flame killed dmost a once by the dust-laden violence of the
wind. Dust and debris were everywhere, from when the shutters had
been opened. Sun Wolf had closed and locked the door behind him,
and only Starhawk's presence at his side had prevented him from
glancing repeatedly back over his shoulder at the darkness until they
werein thetorchlight of the solar once again.

"l don't know what made me look up," Nanciormiswas saying
quietly. "I couldn't deep, though, on the whole, ssorms don't bother me.
But there was something-some sense of evil inthat room ... "

He glanced quickly up at Sun Wolf again and then at Kaetha,
slently tidying up her poultices and dressings. A frown creased his
brow.

"What isit?"' the Wolf asked, and Nanciormis|ooked quickly
avay.



"Nothing," helied. Even having his heds sniffed by desth didn't
seem to have shaken his sangfroid. He looked pallid and bruised from
his plunge over the pargpet; but in the frame of his haf-unraveled braids
and dusty, open shirt collar, hisfleshy face had aready regained its
usud sardoniclines.

Incarsyn, standing beside Osgard, his unbraided hair hanging likea
woman'sto hiswaist and their earlier quarrel passed over now inthis
crigs, asked softly, "Did it speak?!

The commander looked up a him, hisdark eyes haf puzzled, asif
searching for the right words for amemory of terror and chaos. "I
don't exactly know. | think ... " He passed ahand over his mouth.
"It-when it moved toward me | reaized-I knew | wasin danger but it
was like anightmare. But when it moved | flungthelamp atit ... " He
hesitated, glanced a Sun Wolf again, then away. Having seen
Nanciormis downessto react to Osgard's drunken attack on Incarsyn,
Sun Wolf was alittle surprised that the commander had gotten away at
al and mentally noted that whatever it was-spell, demon,
djiinn-evidently it did give sufficient warning to escape, if therewas
anywhere to escape to.

Anshebbeth, rocking back and forth, covered her eyeswith her
hands and whispered, "Oh, dear Mother ... "

"Anshebbeth, shut up!" Kaetha's voice cracked. Sun Wolf
observed with interest that, athough Nanciormis had quickly
recovered, Kaletha's hands were shaking uncontrollably. She dropped
the scissors and picked them up again, her eyes downcast.

"How did you know what to do?' Osgard poured himsalf another
cup of wine, but it was only an automatic gesture; hisface waspae
with shock, and he looked cold sober andiill.

"The last scion of the Ancient House of Wenshar," Incarsyn said
softly, "would know."

Kaletha glanced sharply a Nanciormis, who only shook his head.
"I-1 don't know, exactly." He pulled up hiswhite silk shirt once more
over the bandage. Under it, the muscle of hisbody was il discernible,
likerock haf-buried in soft mud. "But yes, the stories | had heard said



that-that men had escaped the Witches by running out into the storms.
They were often killed that way, too, of course; it was only chance that
| fell on the sheltered sSide of thewall.”

Sun Walf frowned, sfting thisin hismind. He guessed that
Nanciormis account might not be entirely trusted, yet saw no reason
for the commander to lie about his escape. He was, as Incarsyn said,
the last scion of the Ancient House. The Wolf wondered what the
commander was hiding.

Oggard wiped hisstubbly face. "Y ou'll deep the rest of the night
here," he said. "It-it doesn't seem to strike when people are together ... "

"It gruck Galdron and Milkom together," the Wolf pointed out,
leaning one arm aong the tiled mantel piece. "Though it may only have
been meant to kill one. But it's aso only happened between midnight
and dawn before. Now it's getting earlier. And we have no guarantee it
won't have asecond try. It'salong way yet till day.”

Anshebbeth groaned and covered her face with long, skeletal
fingers. Kdethabegan "Really ... " Starhawk, with aglance at her that
would have frozen amillpond, went over to rest comforting hands on
the governess shoulders.

"] can't stand this," Anshebbeth whispered brokenly. "I can't stand
it.."

"Now, Anshebbeth,” Nanciormis began, looking embarrassed and
uneasy at the prospect of another fullblown bout of hysterics. And well
he might, Sun Wolf thought sourly. A man might be bedding a
woman in secret and still shrink from openly admitting it,
particularly a woman as unprestigious as Anshebbeth. For her part,
desperately as she might need comfort, the governess clearly knew
better than to seek it publicly in hisarms. "Perhaps you'd better go
back to your room and get some deep.”

"No!" 'Shebbeth wailed. "I want to stay here.”
"It might be better," Starhawk put in tactfully, "if you stayed with

Tazey." She glanced a the King. "We should probably move Jerynin
therefor the rest of the night aswell. I'll keep guard.”

Anshebbeth |ooked desperately at Kalethafor comfort, but she,



too, was |ooking the other way, hagtily gathering her thingsto depart.
As Sun Wolf followed her more dowly out into the Hall, he heard
Nanciormis say to the King, "I think I'd better have aword with you,
Osgad ... "

Thewind gtill sobbed in the narrow stair as Sun Wolf ascended.
The noise dmost masked the dithery swirl of asilk nightdress around
the turning above him and the sticky pat of a bare foot on cold stone
fleeing into darkness. When he reached Tazey's room, the lamp flames
were gill shuddering with the wind of abody's hasty passage, but the
girl lay on her bed, rigid and pretending deep, her hands pressed over
her face.

Sun Wolf walked the darkness of the empty quarter until dawn.
He sensed no evil, no danger there, yet hisevery inginct of awarrior
prickled that there was something amiss. In the shifting sand drifts
among the broken walls, he sought for sgns of Kaetha's passing, but
found none. That meant nothing-the nervous after-eddies of the storm
would have eradicated them. Ka etha had |ooked shaken to the
marrow. Because Nanciormis had seen something she preferred to
believe did not exist? Because it was becoming clear that the spells of
the Witches of Wenshar, so casually tampered with, might contain
things beyond her knowledge or control-might even turn her evil against
her will? Or merely because someone had survived an attack?

Why Nanciormis? Aslast scion of the Ancient House of Wenshar,
he might know things...
Or was there awhy? Sun Wolf was uneasily aware that, asa

wizard himsdf, he, too, might know too much, but he had not been
attacked.

And the cool, detached portion of his mind retorted, Yet.

The cold stars turned againgt the black sink of the sky. The night
circled toward morning. Blazing with lights againgt the darkness, the
Hold towered above him; behind it, black and silent, loomed the bulk
of the Binnig Rock. Standing on a platform of crumbled adobewall, he
spread out his arms and sank into meditation once more, tasting,
smdling the night. But there was nothing, save the breathing of the



serpents and the dreams of the doves.

When hereturned in the cool yelow brightness of dawn, it wasto
find Starhawk, Anshebbeth, and Jeryn al deeply adeep, and Tazey's
bed empty.

A notelay rolled on the pillow.

It was superscribed, "Father," but he tore off the pink hair ribbon
that bound it. Beside him, Starhawk dumped against the side of the
bed, eyes sealed in stuporous deep-Starhawk, raised to the al-night
watches of convent vigils, who had never been known to degp on
guard duty in her life.

Thenotesad:

Father-

I made Sarhawk and 'Shebbeth fall asleep,
please don't be angry with them.

Incarsyn was right to put me aside. Sun Wolf
and Sarhawk are right. | ama witch and the Heir
to the Witches of Wenshar. It isall my doing-Nexué,
and Galdron, and Norbas Milkhom, and Egaldus,
and Uncle Nanciormis. | know this now and | swear
to you, it won't happen again. Please, please
forgive me. And please don't look for me. Don't
blame anyone-1'm doing this by my own choice. |
don't want to become like the Witches of Wenshar,
and | know that's what would have happened to me.

| love you, Daddy; please believe that | love
you. | never wanted this. | never wanted to be
anything but your daughter and to love you. Please
just tell Jeryn that I've gone away, and that | love
him very much. | love you and I'm so very sorry.

Good-by, Tazey

CHAPTER 13



Under the crud brilliance of the late afternoon sun, Wenshar lay
like an dephants graveyard of houses that had somehow crept to the
base of the blackened dliffsto die. Wind sneered through the crumbled
stone walls, unbroken even by the buzz of arattlesnake; dust devils
chased one another like lunatic ghosts. The few portions of houses il
boasting roofs watched the two searchers from windows like the dark
eyepits of skulls.

Starhawk's mare started for no apparent reason, throwing up her
head, long ears swinging like leavesin agde; the woman leaned
forward and stroked the swesating neck. But she made no sound.

Listen ashewould, Sun Wolf could hear nothing-no echo from
any of those three twisting canyons or the rock mazes beyond.

But he knew they were there, waiting.
They had been waiting for him since he had | ft.

Wind thrummed in his ears as he turned his horse's head toward
the wide mouth of the central canyon. Starhawk followed without a
word; the blue shroud of shadow covered them asthey passed the
narrow gate of its mouth. In the stifling heat of the canyon, the rocks
gtank of demons.

Neither spoke. They had ridden together too long to need words,
they both knew that whatever happened, she must not lose sight of him.

A short way past the canyon mouth, anarrow trail led up itswall,
to asort of lane abovethefirst levels of the pillared facades fronting it.
The last time he'd been here, Sun Wolf had explored it. At pointsalong
the main road up the canyon, bones were hegped, where mountain
sheep, gazdlles, or straying cattle had fallen from above. Near the foot
of thetrail lay alittle pile of horse droppings. A grain-fed horse, Sun
Wolf saw, pushing them gpart with atwig, not amustang scavenging on
sagebrush. He pulled his head veils closer around his face and began to
lead his own mount up the narrow way. Farther up, they found the
tracks of shod hooves.

Hefelt neither surprise nor triumph at having guessed correctly. In

away, it wasthe only place Tazey could come, evenif her only intent
was to destroy herself. Though neither her mother, her grandmother,



nor her grandmother's grandmother had known the demon-haunted
city, she knew hersdf to beits heir.

" She could be above or below," the Hawk said. Soft asshe
gpoke, her voice echoed hideoudy from those narrow, gaudy walls.

"There's haf a dozen ways down to the bottom of the canyon.”
Sun Wolf glanced over the edge to the tilted pavement, haf-hidden
under shoals of pebbles, winding aong the parched course of the old
Stream. "Well stay up top.”

Starhawk nodded. There was no question of splitting up-not in
Wenshar.

Afoot and leading their nervous horses, they moved up thetrail.

Sun Wolf knew from his earlier explorationsthet thetrail was
neither narrow nor intringcally dangerous. Rose-colored spiresand
cupoalas, cut in openwork like lace, towered above and around them,
here and there, stairways arched to pillared doorways under canopies
of stonevines. They led their horsesto thetrail's edge and looked
across the canyon to the shadowed folds of rock, the sightless doors,
and down to the dead oleanders by the sterile wadi and the white
heaps of bones.

"Why?" Starhawk asked softly. "Demons aren't creatures of flesh,
arethey? They can't eat what they kill, if they kill it."

Sun Woalf shook his head. Glancing back at that cam, immobile
faceinitswhite frame of vells, he knew she couldn't befegling what he
felt. She might sense hersdf watched, but not have that terrible
awareness of being known. At the edges of his hearing, he could detect
the demons whispering, like the canyon wind that turned locks of his
horse's mane, the words just too soft to make out. He feared to listen
more closdly. His hand tightened on the reins he held; under the vells,
clammy sweset crawled down hisface.

"l don't know what they are, Hawk," hereplied. "I know there are
biting-demons, so they can do some physica harm. Everyone knows
demons lead men to their deathsin swamps or in the desert, but ... no
onesever said why they doiit.”

Thedhriek came at the same ingtant that his dappled gelding flung



up itshead in panic. Theleather of the rein cinched around his hand,
and he caught at the cheek piece of the bridie. From up-trail the echo
of hooves splintered the close, shadowy air. Fighting to keep hisown
panicking horse from bolting, he could not turn to see, so thelittle sorrel
mare was upon them before either he or Starhawk could get out of the
way.

He saw the mare from thetail of hiseye, bearing down on them
with flaxen mane streaming and blood pouring from her flanks. It dl
happened in instants-he bardly did out of the main impact as she
crashed into his gelding, white eyesralling in mad terror, flecks of foam
from her muzzle singing hisface, tangling him between the two heaving
bodiesin a desperate thrash of hacking hooves. With hishandsfull of
bridle and ears and his mouth choked with dusty mane, for amoment
he could do nothing but hold on to his own horse's head. Starhawk,
who could be capable of grest brutality when in peril, had twisted and
levered againgt her horse's bridle and threw the frenzied anima to its
knees againgt the jagged canyon wall to their right. Half-crushed and
lifted off hisfeet, the Wolf could glimpse her through afrenzy of vells
and dust. The mare was on hisblind side; so wasthe dliff edgeto the
rocks below. The bridle-lesther cut his hands, and he braced hisfest.
A second later he heard a skittering crash, rocks fdling, the mare's
frantic scream, then a crash, somewhere down the canyon below him,
and another.

Then nothing.

He released his grip under the gelding's chin, and the beast threw
up its head with awild snort, but made no further movesto fight or run.
It stood trembling as he pushed his vells back. He was ill on thetrall
itself, not even near the raised brink. Starhawk came hurrying up to
him, till leading her sumbling horse. Had shelet go to hdp him, he
knew they'd certainly havelost her mount and probably the mare as
well. In spite of the part of him that felt piqued that she hadn't cometo
hisaid, heredized grimly that Starhawk was never oneto lose her
grasp on essentials.

"Youdl right?' she asked.

He looked down a himsdlf, covered with dust and filth and, he



now saw, daubed with great, uneven splotches of the mare's blood, al
mixed with sweet. He wiped hisface. "Haven't felt so good since the
last time | got mauled by bears”

"Glad to hear it." Sheled theway to the edge of the cliff.

The mare lay dead on the rocks below. Something like heat
shimmer seemed to dance over her twisted body; but even at thistime
of the afternoon, the canyon's shadows were deep. Shelay on her
back; athin sprawl of white veilsfluttered out from benesth.

In spite of the fact that he knew that by no stretch of the
imagination could Tazey's body be covered by that of the dead
horse-even had she not, as any rider would have, falen clear in the
fifty-foot drop onto the rocks-he felt a shudder degp within him. He
glanced quickly across at Starhawk.

She shook her head. "The saddle was empty.”

He looked back down &t the mare. Blood ran down her flanks,
lathered by the dust and sweat until her body was amost coated with it.
The smdl of it rose to them, on the dust-choke and the incongruous dry
sweetness of the sage. Then heraised his head and saw Tazey,
standing about twenty feet awvay.

She stood just wherethetrail turned around arocky bulgein the
amber stone of the canyon wall. Her hands were pressed to her mouth,
her honey-colored hair was hanging in unveiled tangles over her faded
pink shirt, and her boy's breeches and boots were dusty and scratched.
Ashe saw her, sheturned to run.

"Tazey!"

She stopped, her face ablurred white oval in the blue shadow of
the rocks. Her voice shook. "Please go away."

Sun Wolf straightened up and handed hisgelding'sreinto
Starhawk. "Don't be stupid.”

"l can't ... " She swallowed hard. Her eyes, in the dust and the
circles of deegpless shadowsthat ringed them, were dmost transparent.
"l don't want to hurt you."

"| doubt you could, Tazey." He walked toward her, dowly so as



not to frighten her, but she did not flee him. The brooding silence of the
city pressed on his consciousness, like the dead watching open-eyed
from their graves. With it, he sensed the queser, terrible prickling of
another warning that he had been aware of since noon. "There's
another storm coming late tonight, you know thet ... "

"I know," she said softly. "I thought ... " Her voice cracked. "It
gtarted with the storm. | should never havetried to stop it."

"Since you saved the Hawk's life aswell asyour own, I'm glad
you did." Hereached her side. He could fed her whole body tremble
as his hand touched her shoulders. She was so different, so changed
from the beautiful girl who had done the war dance, that his heart ached
for her. "Why would you hurt me, Taswind?'

She shook her head wretchedly. Tears tracked dowly down
through the dust on her face. "'l don't know!" She wiped a them and
pushed back the tangles of her hair to look up into hisface. "I don't
want to, not-not conscioudy. The Witches of Wenshar ... "

"Have you seen Kaethas books, then?" Starhawk inquired
matter-of-factly, coming up with the two horses on lead.

That stopped the girl. Puzzlement took the place of desperationin
her haunted eyes. She shook her head. "No. I ... " She swallowed, and
thefear and grief rushed back; with them came knowledge that no girl
of sixteen should have to endure. "The Witches of Wenshar-Uncle
Nanciormis used to tell me about them. He knows about them, as
Mother did, alittle. He said that in the cult, the coven, of the family ...
They didn't dways know it was them, you see. People they hated,
people who crossed them, people who got in their way, would die, but
they ... but they didn't know at firdt that it was they themsdaves doing it.
They didn't know they had the power. Only later, when they accepted
itand usedit ... But it would start with dreams ... "

She drew a deep breath, trying to steady herself, and wiped her
face again, smearing the sweat, tears, and dust into brown smudges
across her cheeks. Her fingers shook; she clasped them together,
locked tight to keep them ill. "' was afraid that was what was
happening when-when the Bishop ... and Father's friend just happened



to bewith him. | had nothing againgt Egaldus, nothing a al, but there
was such power intheair that night, such ... such violence. Youfdt it.
Y ou know. It could have been anyone. | dreamed horrible things... "

Green eyes stared up into his. "'l don't want to become like the
Witches of Wenshar. | never wanted to. And then Uncle Nanciormis-"

"If you ask me," Starhawk remarked dryly, "Uncle Nanciormisis
the only one who deserved what he dmost got.”

"Dont say that!" Tazey whispered franticly. "Don't-"
Gently, Sun Wolf said, "I thought you liked Nanciormis.”

Her voice strangled to athread. "I do." She pressed her handsto
her mouth. "1 did. | don't know. He...."

With careful firmness, Sun Wolf put hisarm around her shoulders.
There were no house fronts at this point on thetrail, and, in any case, it
would have been unsafe to go into one; but near the vadt, jutting nose
of eroded rock, abench had been carved in aniche beneath a garland
of sonelilies. He sat down, cradling her againgt him, until her shaking
stopped.

At last she managed to say, "Uncle Nanciormis-cameto me
after-after Incarsyn-last night." She looked up and shook the hair from
her eyesagain. "He-he said thingsto me. He-he-he-" The words
choked in her throat.

"About being awitch?" She shook her head violently, too quickly,
Sun Wolf thought.

"But |-l hated him after that. That same night-just hours later ... "
She shook her head again, her hair hissing dryly againgt his unshaven
face, tearstrickling down her filthy cheeks. "It'sgrowing in me, Sun
Wolf, and | don't want to be that way! I'm so afraid. Everybody gets
angry at people and hates people, sometimes. | do. But since the
storm, since I've beenamage ... " She clutched at him desperately,
sobbing into the dusty head veilsthat lay in atangle over his shoulders.
He stroked the girl's heaving back, rocking her as he would have
rocked a child, waiting while her sobs subsided.

At length he asked, "Tazey, tell methis. Were you aware of
directing your hate? Or do you just think it's you because you



happened to hate some of the people who died?!

She brought her head up from his shoulder, her eyesravaged.
"Uncle Nanciormis... Y ou don't have to know. Y ou don't haveto do it
conscioudy. You don't even seeit in your dreams, not at first, he said.
It hasto be me. It's only happened since the storm.”

"No, it hasn't,” Sun Wolf said quietly. "Thefirst morning | wasin
Tandieras, | found some dead birds in the empty quarter. There was
something growing even then, before you'd touched your powers." He
looked down into her face and with one dirty thumb wiped the
smudged tears from benegth her eyes. "It wasllittle then-it couldn't hurt
ahuman. Later, | think Starhawk felt something, maybe directed at her,
or me-maybe just wandering loose in the dark. But now it'sgrown.” He
stroked back the tangled curlsfrom her face. "Tell me onething, Tazey.
Did your mother know about the inner cult of the Women of Wenshar?!

For along time, she sat quiet, her eyes never leaving the brass
buckles of hisdoublet. But hiswords about the dead birds and the
thing Starhawk had felt by the gate that night appeared to have their
effect. When she spoke, her voice was very smdl but calm. "I don't
know. Mother died when | was seven. Uncle told me that-that girlsin
the family weren't initiated into the cult until they'd had their first period.
So | don't know."

"Do you think she knew?"

There was another long silence in which the wind boomed softly
down the canyons and the horses twitched nervous ears. At last Tazey
said, "Mother was-like Father keeps saying-Mother was sweet and
good and kind. But ... " Sheraised her eyesto his. "I don't know if it's
the same way with men asit iswith women. But we ... | know
we-women-can be two or three things, | mean redly be them,
sncerdy, a the sametime. | know what | am deep insde, and it's-it's
not how | try to be with people. And the things | think and dream and
want at night aren't thethings | want in the daytime.”

Shefdl slent. Sun Wolf gathered her to him again and held her
like achild, but his mind moved now on other things. The wind bore the
burning whisper of dugt, the prickle of the far-off storm, and the



sweetish back-taste of the dead mare's blood that still blotched his
clothes. During the Gresat Trid, he had seen the depths of his own soul,
and the glimpse of what lurked there had been enough to convince him
that there was no such thing as an act impossible to conceive.

Curled in hisarms, Tazey whispered, "We should be going. We
can make it back to Tandieras before the ssorm comes, if we leave
now. |-l don't haveahorse..."

"Y ou can share with the Hawk," the Wolf said softly. "Whatever is
happening, the key to it'shere, in Wenshar." He glanced up at
Starhawk, who stood silently with her shoulder to the carved sandstone
pillar of theniche. "Thekilling isn't going to stop until we know why it
darted. I'm staying the night.”

The preparations for return across the desert were made quickly.
Starhawk and Tazey's going would be dower with only asingle horse
between them, and the storm would come, Sun Wolf thought, before
midnight.

While Tazey wasfilling the waterskins at the rock tanks near the
canyon'sfoot, Starhawk walked back up to where the Wolf sat on the
eroded stump of abroken baustrade, carved like the tsuroka from the
sandstone of the cliff. He glanced up at the sound of her boots on the
grave.

"What isit?' she asked softly, and he shook his head, not even
certain in hisown mind what it was that he had ligened toin the
hushed-wind murmurs around the rocks. The air dready had the feding
of evening to it, though, above the high canyon rims, the sky blazed like
polished stedl. Perhaps the sounds had been, in fact, only the wind.

She hunkered down at hisside. "Chief," she said in her quiet voice,
"I have abad feding about dl this."

He did not glance down at her, keeping his single eye up-canyon,
but he fdlt the touch of her shoulder againgt histhigh. "My guessisthe
heart of the storm's going to be south again, over the desert,” he said.
"Evenif you don't make it back to the Fortress, Tazey should be able
to keep you both safe.”



"Itisn't that. Y ou remember the time we got caught in the seige of
L aedden, when the plague broke out in the city? Y ou remember the
mob in the square, lynching that dim-witted boy who used to draw
chalk pictures on the pavement, because somebody said it was his
fault?"

Sun Wolf nodded. Hed ordered his men to stay out of the fray
when two of them had wanted to rescue the boy, knowing even then
that the action could have triggered dl their deaths. They'd been staying
in a boarded-up tavern. The contents of every bottle on the shelves
hadn't helped him much.

Starhawk went on quietly, "It felt like that in the Hall last night. If
Nanciormis knows about the Witches, it's a sure bet other people do
aswdl."

The polished glare of the desert came back to his mind, the sandy
harshness of the wind flickering around the gatehouse walls, as he,
Kaetha, and Tazey stood watching the white dust column advance
from the south. The only witches left in Wenshar, he had thought:
himsdlf, thewoman, the girl.

"All the more reason,” he said dowly, "for you to keep an eyeon
Tazey, once you get back."

Starhawk nodded; sheld thought of that aready. "When you
return,”" she said after amoment, "don't come to the gates. Work your
way around through the empty quarter; there's old gateways through
the back. Wait for mein the cell behind the one we've been staying in.
It's close enough that, if there istrouble, we can collect our thingsand
the money we've stashed behind the loose brick there and get out.”

He turned his head and considered the woman hunkered at his
sde, ranginess folded compactly to balance on booted ankles, brown
hands resting one over the other, aslong as aman's, but narrower. Her
face was, as usud, expressionless, save for the shift of thoughts behind
the pewter-colored eyes. "Y ou think it'll cometo that?"

"l have no reason to, no," shereplied. "But there's no sense taking
chances." She straightened up in one single, graceful motion. She would
follow-and had followed-him to the Cold Hells and back, but he had



long since given up the notion that she would ever display anxiety for
hissafety. "Y ou think staying the night here will tell you what's behind
this?"

"Maybenot. But itll sure ashdll tell me something.”

Twilight came early to the canyons, filtered gloom degpening in the
mazes of the split rock wallswhile the sun gtill blazed on Starhawk and
Tazey'sretreating dust. At the foot of the central canyon Sun Wolf
found asmall temple whose inner sanctuary could easily be barricaded
with rubble and thorn. He spent an hour marking it with every spell he
knew, the Circles of Light and Darkness and dl the Runes of Ward. He
did not know whether what he did was correct, but he worked dowly,
carefully, concentrating dl his powers upon their formeation. Hefdt tired
when hewas done, asif he had accomplished some physica labor, and
it disturbed him, when he looked up at the fading dit of brightnesshigh
overhead, to see how much time it had taken. He watered hishorsein
one of the broken tanksin the westward canyon, fed it, then hobbled
andtied it in the sanctuary, barricading the door and scribbling sign
after sgn upon the barricade-of guard, of illusion, and of light.

In the half darkness of those silent corridors of rock, he walked
along the centra canyon to the palace at itsend.

Nothing whigpered to him now from the black sockets of empty
doors and windows, only silence waited in the eterna dark under the
deformed cypresses. In the degpening shadows, the carved facade that
stretched across the canyon's end seemed the color of dried and
ancient blood.

He climbed the steps. Here, donein the slent city, had the
conquerors from over the mountains done more than smply bresk
doorsto loot. A double line of crouching statues, lions and leopardsiit
appeared, had guarded the stair. Their heads and forepaws had been
deliberately smashed off-not only smashed, but pulverized, for no
broken pieces littered the sand-drifted steps. One beast till retained
part of apaw. Sun Wolf saw that it had been awoman's hand.

There was no question in his mind where in the paace he must go.



The smal door to theright of the great entry hall beckoned to him, like
the mouth of atomb one seesin nightmares, knowing it for one's own.
He had heard Starhawk's voice calling to him from its hoarded night.
Now there was only silence, save for the faint reverberance of his
footfdls and the distant muttering of the canyon winds.

Asawizard, he could see clearly in the interior darkness of the
corridor beyond, but he summoned witchlight anyway. From the faded
frescoes on the walls, women's eyes looked down at him-dark,
knowing, amused. A room opened before him, and he stopped on the
painted threshold as the stench of the evil there smote himin theface.

| shouldn't be here, hethought, as his heart lurched and began to
dam heavily into hisribs. | should go away QUICKLY and draw the
Circlesaround myself ...

But it wasfoolish. If hedid that, he would learn nothing, either
about Tazey or about that eerie sensethat it was him they wanted ...

Wanted for what?

The room gtretched before him. Every foot of its barn-like
emptinesslay bare. Under the blue-white radiance of the magelight, it
seemed to say, " See? There's nothing to fear here." Y et the smell was
there, as sharp and terrible to him asthe smell of blood.

Hisbreeth fast and light and the ingtincts of thirty years of war
tearing at his guts, he moved dowly into the room.

At the far end, a door was tucked into one wall, barred shut and
ruinoudy old. Halfway down the long chamber, a stone dtar had once
stood, but only the stump of it was|eft. Like the statues outside, it had
been violently broken; but forcing himsdf to step closer, Sun Wolf saw
that even those who had done the thing had been too afraid to remainiin
thisroom long enough to finish. Fragments of itsfrieze were dtill visible.
He shuddered and looked away.

The Lady lllyrahad said nothing of the customs of theinner cults
of the shirdar Houses, but, without being told, he knew that thisroom
had been their temple. What they had done had been done here.

In front of the dtar atrench, Six or seven feet deep, had been cut
to the bedrock, though the gravel and debris of decades now littered its



floor.

Here, Sun Wolf thought, hating it, drawn to itslip, dmost against
hiswill. Here.

He knelt and made sure of the strength of the edge. Then he took
adeep breath and dropped lightly into the pit.

Asif it had been awell filled with invisble water, hefelt the
presence of the demons. Through his boot soles he could sense them
underfoot, could fed them moving like glowing fish within the rock
wallsdl around. When he kndlt to press his padmsto the gravel onthe
floor, hissoul cringed fromit, as from red-hot iron.

Through his hands he fdlt their whispering in hismind, meaningless
noises like the guttural murmur of the wind beneeth the earth. His
understanding flinched from them, holding back, like alover holding
back from some too-intense ecstasy. Then he bent his head, and his
long, thinning hair fell forward around hisface. Heforced himsdf to
relax, to hear.

As he had suspected, they knew his name.

It was only atouch; he dammed shut his mind againgt them and
stood up quickly, shaking asif burned. Looking down, he could seea
filthy glow rising like ground water through the gravel beneath his boots.
He sprang up, caught the rim of the pit, and swung himsdlf up and out.
Somehow the magelight al around him had failed, but it seemed now
that every fissurein the rock of thetemplewall and every twisted
shadow of the broken dtar glowed with what was not light. Below him
he could see them clearly now in the pit, seeping up out of the earth,
garing at him with cold and empty wisdom in their eyes.

Hefdl back afew pacesto the dtar, wanting to run but awarein
the cam corner of hismind that it was far too late. No Circle he could
make would be strong enough now.

Likethe crystd skeletons of ghosts, they drifted into the air above
the trench. Gibbous laughter flicked at the edges of his consciousness.
It seemed to him he heard in it Kalethals scornful voice, hisfather's
hoarse bellow, and the drink-durred mumble of Osgard. Other voices
threaded through it-the giggling of Altiokis, the Wizard King, and



Sheeraof Mandrigyn's caudtic laugh. Like black liquid bubbling to the
surface from the darkness of his dreams, he felt the old hates, old
angers, and past resentments welling up within him at the sound.

The demons glowed brighter. Their ring around him closed.

Other things went through his mind, a pestilent ooze dripping from
thewalls of histhoughts-dark lusts and the memories of women raped
inthe fury and triumph of sacking acity in the aftermath of battle.
Things came back to him, things that he knew he had done, crudl and
stupid and bestial-things he had done because in the fighting he had
come within kissing distance of death, and hismind had craved power
asadying man's body cravesthe water of life. But now he saw these
things, not with the horror of what he had done to other human beings,
but with an animal's savor at the taste of blood.

Looking up, he saw the eyes of the demons dl around him. They
wereydlow, like hisown remaining eye.

They had been cold, but now, asthey gathered closer and closer
about him, those shrunken, spider limbs glowed with the reflection of
warmth. No longer fully transparent, the frail ectoplasm showed pde,
bleeding colors, like watered paint filmed on glass. Their mouths
opened, and he saw al those ghostly red teeth, asif they had been
tearing a living flesh.

Like sound re-echoing from athousand hollows of polished
bronze, he heard them whisper, Take it. It isyours.

Power surged like the pulse heet of lust in his flesh-the power to
crush and tear, the power to wield the winds. He saw himsdlf smashing
Osgard acrossthe face only for the pleasure of watching him cringe; felt
the hot desire to take and keep that dut Kaetha's books, not because
he wanted them, but because she did; to have her and cast her away
like the chegp trull shewas; to bring down acity if hewanted it and
haveitsfat bourgeois snivel to him with offers of gold, of women, of
more power-power for its own sake, to warm hisblood like
brandy-the power of the mageborn.

He managed to whisper, "No."
Thaose fragile fingers touched him. The hunger for power clutched



him, belly and loins and mind, and the demons screamed it back at him
athousandfold. They were starved, and their sarvation kindled in his
flesh likefirein dry tinder.

Feed us, they whispered, and we will feed you.

Hecried again, "NO!" And thistime his hoarse voice, raucous as
the broken caw of avulture, echoed against the stone roof and down
all the painted corridors of darkness. He turned from the broken atar
stone and fled back into the darkness of the room, smashing blindly
through the inner door, ssumbling into the black corridor beyond, with
the demons rushing in aglowing mist a hisheds, like greedy dogs
siiffing a thesmdl of hisfear.

He sensed them everywhere in the darkness around him. Even as
he fled from them, his heart trip-hammering with terror, Sun Wolf kept
that cold battle calm that had more than once saved hislife. He was
awarethat he had to turn left and work hisway back to the vast
entrance hall; and, as he fled through silent chambers and corridors
painted with queer, stiff scenes of animal-headed women tearing apart
fawns and rabbits with their hands, he was aware again that he was
being herded.

Voices piped at him from the darkness, voicesthat blended eerily
into those that he knew-Starhawk's, Tazey's, Jeryn's. Other voices
whispered and laughed to him from the frescoes of thewalls, the
Queens and Princesses of the Ancient House of Wenshar jeering down
at him, with their bare white breasts and streaming hair, from the
painted immortdity of thewalls. There were other thingsin the
darkness aswell-evil that clotted in the corners and filled some
halways like amiasma of blood-but he closed hismind and plunged
through, knowing that, above al, he must not be driven into acorner. If
it cogt hislife, he must avoid the touch of those skinny, fleshlessfingers
and the warmed honey of the demons power.

Gasping, he plunged into open darkness; sarlight gleamed
between pillars, barely to be seen in the Stygian gloom. The desert
night, usudly so cold, wastreacly warm on his skin, and dust sung his
nodrils.



The storm, he thought, despairing, even as he plunged acrossthe
open darkness of thefloor. Like arotten pomegranate spawning flies,
the darkness spawned demons around him.

They rose from the floor before him and materidized from the
walls. The colors of their flesh glowed asthey drank hisfears and were
warmed by them. Their teeth tore a his hands and face. In the starlight,
as he plunged outside, he saw the black glitter of running blood.

He had denied them the right to feed upon his power. To them he
was now no more than the mare that they had driven over the cliff to
feed onitsfear and pain.

They were cgpable of killing; that much he now knew. Theriddle
of Wenshar fitted together in hismind with horrible clarity-what it was
the women had donein their cult, and how its power had been
reawakened. He plunged down the steps, running as he had never run
before, with the storm hest of the night burning in hislungs, knowing
there was no escape.

Still he ran, sumbling on the broken roadway in the ghostly
shadow of the stone needles and the black cypresses, hearing the faint
chitter of their laughter at hishedls, and bresking every sinew of his
body to buy minutes, seconds ...

He remembered Nanciormislying in the shelter a the bottom of
thewdl and Incarsyn saying, "The last scion of the Ancient House of
Wenshar would know ... "

His mind reached out and found the storm.

It came like a stampede of wild horses, gpt to the power of the
mageborn and greedy to answer hiscall. Hefdt itsdirection, searing
out of the west, and knew he had to make open ground. Here in the
canyonsit would be only an eddy of wind. The demon glow flickered
bright in thetail of hiseye, and something ripped hisarm like acomb of
thorns; the muscles of his thighs and knees burned, his chest seemed
filled to bursting with hot sdt, and the ground aloose carpet of potholes
and ralling rocks beneeth his pistoning feet.

The black weight of the storm dinned in his head. He thought of
the tearing stones, debris, and choking dust; he thought of what would



happen if he missed the shelter of the ruins below the canyon mouths.
But Nanciormis had been right to fling himsalf over the battlement;
Tazey had been right; and weirdly, old Gadron, stroking his silky beard
in self-satisfied righteousness, had been right. It would be better to die
than to do what the Witches of Wenshar had done.

Now was the only chance he had to escape.

The demonswere waiting for him in the canyon mouth. He
bellowed the ancient battle cry of histribe as he hit the narrow place at
adead run. Hefdt the teeth of the demons fasten on his neck and jaw,
fet dlawsclinch around hisarm and rip through his deeve and the flesh
beneath. They drew on the heet of his blood, and the shock of it was
likefaling naked into icy water. His knees buckled, but heforced
himself not to fal, as he had forced himsdlf in thirty-one years of beattle
and carnage. The only thing to do was kegp running, running into the
sand-laced winds....

Pain shot through hisleg, and he went down. Gravel tore at his
flesh asheburied hisfacein hisarms. Like razors, teeth ripped his
shoulder and raked his back; claws scrabbled at the hand he'd clapped
over the nape of hisneck. Then hot wind twisted at his hair and clothes
and the rage of the storm struck him-searing, tearing, choking.

He fdt the demons|oosened from his back, like burrsripped from
adog's coat. Almost sobbing with relief, he dragged himsalf up to one
elbow, then to hisfeet, hislegs shaking so badly they could barely obey
hiswill. Windblown debris savaged him, adding to the blood aready
running down hisface and arms. It took al the strength he had Ieft to
push the worst of the burning dust aside.

Like ablind and wounded animal, he began to crawl toward the
shelter of the ruined wals of Wenshar.

The sun woke him, and the pain of his stiffening wounds. Herolled
over, aching; sand and debris dithered grittily from hislegs, which lay
partly outside the shelter of the haf-collgpsed brick kiln into which he
had dragged himsdlf. Helooked down at his hands; blood and filth
clotted the semicircular tearsin the flesh. Hiswhole body hurt. He had



remained conscious long enough to twist the worst of the baking shroud
of dust from him, but he ill felt parched with thirst, feverish, and
drange.

He crawled out of hisshdter, blinking in the brightness. When he
stood up, sand, pebbles, and twigs poured from every crease of his
torn shirt and doublet and from his breeches and boots. His hair, the
stubble of hisbeard, his moustache, and even his eyebrows were siff
with grime, matted into place with blood; sand gritted in the empty
socket of hisleft eye benegth itsleather patch. He coughed and spat
the dust from histhroat.

Before himin one direction lay the whitening bones of the city,
half-hidden now under gray drifts of sand; beyond them lay the black
reg and the ghostly sentinels of tsuroka, aready shimmering in the day's
heat. Heturned. A couple of chimneys and the corner of awall rose
through the sand like the ribs of an animal. Around his shdlter, the dune
was broken by adip, the print of the spellswhich had saved hislife.
Everything else was buried under ash-colored dust. In the new light, the
decayed and blackened cliff face of the Haunted Mountainswore a
brooding, waiting look, asincongruous and horrible as a thoughtful
frown on the brow of a half-rotted corpse.

He had outwitted them and had learned their secret. But the
demons of Wenshar werefar from finished.

It took agood ded of courage smply to go up the canyon far
enough to get his horse. He was rather surprised to find the beast
unharmed where he had |&ft it behind the barricadesin the
honey-colored temple. In the exhaustion-drugged depths of his
unconsciousness, he had felt the storm ebb and had felt the demons go
seeking other prey. The echoes of their triumph when they had found it,
the terror and the blood of their prey clung in histhroat with the
back-taste of the dust. He had assumed he'd be walking back to
Tandieras. But other than being crusted with dried sweat from anight
of terror and haf-crazy with thirst, the beast was as the Wolf had |eft
him. Moving dowly, sumblingly, Sun Walf led him to the rock tanks,
where both of them drank and the Wolf washed the numerous shallow
gashesthat covered hisarms and face. Then he saddled up, wrapped



on hishead veils, and turned the horse's head back toward Tandieras
onceagain.

He reached the Fortress shortly before sunset and waited until it
was dark to work hisway around through the dilapidated gates of the
empty quarter.

But it was not Starhawk who waited for him in the gloom of the
abandoned cdlls. It was Nanciormis, with Kaetha and over adozen
guards and shirdar warriors, to arrest him for the murder, by means of
sorcery, of Incarsyn of Hasdrozaboth and dl those who had gone
before.

CHAPTER 14

"If you tell uswho paid you and why," Nanciormis said quietly,
"you could spare yoursdf alot of pain.”

“Thehell I would." The shacklesthat held Sun Wolf'swrists
extended out to either sde of him clinked faintly againgt the stone of the
wall ashetried to shift his shoulders. About the only thing that could be
sad for the dungeons under Tandieras-stinking of old excrement,
crawling with roaches, foul with smoke from the brazier in the corner of
his cdll-was that they weren't damp. Hissingle eye glinted in the
choking murk. "Y ou know aswell as| do that Illyras going to spare
nobody pain who was responsible for killing that wooden-headed
brother of hers. Without him she can't go on ruling the Dunes.
Confessing would only buy me her hate instead of her suspicion.”

The Desert Lord folded hisheavy arms, histhick lips pressing tauit.
"Y ou have more than her suspicion, Captain," hesaid. "Y our bluff is
over. We know."

"You what?"

Behind him, Osgard, sober for once, his swest like pig muck in the
close heat of the cdll, said, "It wasn't until you cameto Tandierasthat
this started. Nexué didn't die until you'd come back from Wenshar-by
the Three, why we didn't redlize then it was you-"

"It wasn't me, rot your eyes” the Wolf stormed. At the angry jerk
of hischains, the guards who crowded in the narrow doorway raised



their crosshows. Sun Wolf redized belatedly that, asawizard, his
dightest movement could be grounds for death. He sensed dready
Kaethas spdlls on the manacles, like ablindfold over certain parts of
hismind. Evidently someone believed in taking precautions, anyway.

Osgard's face reddened at the contradiction, but Nanciormis
merely raised one white-gloved hand. "There's no need to maintain the
charade any longer, Captain," he said quietly. "1 saw you, the night you
tried to murder me."

"WHAT?" Eveninthat first shocked ingtant, Sun Wolf
remembered how Nanciormis had evaded certain questions after the
attack, had looked away from his eyes, and had spoken to Osgard
afterward. "Dammit, man, | wasin the Hall when it happened! A dozen
peoplesaw me..."

"No one saw you leave," Osgard said, hisvoicethick. "But a
dozen people saw you come running back in, Johnny-Behind-The-Fair,
when the screaming started. Y ou seemed to know where it would be,
and be damned to the noise of thewind."

"And even had you not," the commander put in, "it iswitchery we
ded with." He stepped closer, the amber glow of the brazier making
pinpoints of firefar back in his somber eyes. "When | fdt the horror
coaescing in the darkness of my room, when | understood what was
happening, | flung thelamp at it. And for aningtant, outlined in the
flame, | saw it. It had your face, Captain.”

Sun Wolf stared at him, shocked into silence. When he could
speak, the words came out as awhisper. "It couldn't have." But the
demonsin Wenshar had had hiseyes. And Tazey had said that the
Witches did not always know.

Cool even through the shock and horror, he thought, | would
have known. He shook hishead dowly. "No," he began, and
Nanciormis struck him across the mouth.

"Do you deny you werein Wenshar lagt night?' The gloved fingers
took him by the chin and forced his head back again; torchlight glanced
over the overlagpping crescents of dried blood that marked Sun Wolf's
face and neck. Closeto hisown, the Wolf could see the broken veins



on that elegant nose, smell wine and mint on his breath. "Do you deny
that you had to do with the demonsin Wenshar?*

He had to fight the urge to boot the man'stesticles hafway up to
hissolar plexus. "1 wasin Wenshar, yes. If you'l lisen to me-"

Nanciormis struck him again, casualy, but with aforce that
dammed his head back against the wall. Stepping back, he said softly,
"They say that dl the Witches of Wenshar had such scars, from
coupling with the demonsin that city. | hope for your sake, Captain,
that you were paid to do what you did by the enemies of Wenshar, and
that you are not Smply amadman acting from hislust for blood. For if
you tell uswho hired you to destroy al hope of an dliance with the
shirdar, you may look forward to the mercy of adlit throat after the
torturers are through." He turned and signed to one of the guards.

Exasperated at the man's obtuseness in spite of how shaken he
was, Sun Wolf growled, "And don't bother showing me the instruments
of torture. I've seen ‘em plenty of times, and they don't impress me."
Why? he thought, hismind racing-how could that be possible? But for
answer, al he saw were the demons golden eyes. They didn't dways
know, Tazey had said. Suddenly, horribly, he understood the girl's
Secret terror, worse because of what he had learned in the ruinslast
night.

Nanciormis paused and turned back toward him. "Perhaps not,"
he said. "Y ou are a strong man, Captain. If you are being paid, | hope
itissufficient."

There was ajostling around the door-the cell had been excavated
and lined with stone back in the days when Tandieras was merely the
adminigtrative center for the governors of Pardle, and the room wasn't
alarge one. It was crowded aready with Osgard, Nanciormis, two
guards with crosshows, the brazier, and the Wolf himsdlf. The other
guards who entered, two men and awoman, madeit all theworse. The
ingruments that the woman carried were those of what was called
ironicaly "smal torture'-athumbscrew, an assortment of iron rods,
which the woman placed in the brazier to hesat, razor-edged pincers,
the sight of which aways turned the Wolf's ssomach, the thin-bladed
probe for prying under the fingernails, and tie-framesto hold the hand



open while bals of burning cotton and oil were dripped onto the pams.
Thetwo men led Starhawk between them.

Everything within Sun Wolf contracted to asingle, cold ball of
horror.

Absurdly, he wondered why he hadn't seen this coming. Hed
certainly forced enough information from captives during campaigns by
the same method. Perhaps because of the hundreds of concubines
who'd filed through his bed, theréd never been one for whom hed
have put acampaign, or any one of hismen, in danger. Had one of his
friendsin the troop been tortured in the same fashion, held have felt
sorry, but hed have known that whichever of them it waswould
understand.

Thiswasdifferent.

Starhawk's face was brown with dust through which tracked
runnels of swest; her eyes seemed the color of whiteice againgt that
darkness. A bruise covered haf her face, running back under the pale,
swesat-matted hair of her temple. By the scabbed edges, it looked like
theflat of asword; that was probably what had knocked her out. Her
throat, visible through the open neck of her torn shirt, was marked as
well, under achoke-noose of chain. It had undoubtedly been one hell
of adruggle.

Nanciormis said softly, "Who paid you, Sun Wolf? The
King-Council of Kwest Mrawe?'

"Nobody paid me," he said. The words came out queerly level and
quiet. "I had nothing to do with it."

But he knew despairingly it would do him no good. Hefelt
pardyzed, asif he had been knifed in some unarmored spot; hisonly
thought was that Starhawk must not suffer for this.

Hismouth felt dry, hislips asif they belonged to someonedse. "If
youll ligen I'll tell you ... ™

"We're not interested in your lies." Nanciormis silky voice turned
cold. "We know what's happening. We want a confession.”

Anger flared in him at this man's stubborn stupidity, like the



criminal incompetence which had nearly killed Jeryn, the blind
sfishnesswith which he satisfied hislustsfor his nieces governess
without any thought to its consequencesto her. But he held hisragein
check. Whatever he did, the Hawk would be the one who paid.

Carefully, he said, "There's nothing to confess. Unlessit was
without my conscious knowledge-"

"That'salie!" Osgard surged forward, face crimson. His hands
wrenched & the collar of Sun Wolf's shirt, nearly strangling him. "The
Witchesdl knew what they were doing! It'saliethey useto excuse
themsdved"

Beyond the King's massive shoulders, Nanciormis watched the
scenein sllence. Of course, thought the Wolf dizzily, he wastoo much
of apoalitician to contradict aman whose daughter might be accused.
"My Lord," the commander stepped smoothly forward and put a hand
ontheKing'sarm. "I think we can get the truth easily enough.”

Turning, he walked back to Starhawk. With the ddliberateness of
aphysician, hetore open her shirt to thewaist, pulling the thin rags of
the fabric down over her arms. Under the bruises, Starhawk's face was
asuncaring as aprogtitute's. The two guards holding her arms shifted
and tightened their grip; the third, coming up behind her, took hold of
the dip-chain and drew it tight around the flesh of her throat.

Sun Wolf twisted againgt his own bonds, the manaclestearing
unnoticed at the flesh of hiswrigts. " She has nothing to do with this,
damn your eyedl”

Nanciormistook one of the metal rods from the heart of thefirein
the brazier, itsend cherry-red with heat. "Of course she doesn't,” he
remarked, and twirled it alittlein hishands. "A pity, isnt it?"

Asthe glowing end came near Starhawk's breast, Sun Wolf saw
her relax, turn her head aside and, Hill expressionless, shut her eyes.
She was snking into meditation, fast and deep, like aporpoise
sounding in the seq, trying to dive beyond the reach of pain ...

"Stopit!" The crossbowsraised again as he flung himself againgt
the chains, but he scarcely noticed. All he saw was the glow of heat
near the white skin of the Hawk's breast, and how the swesat poured



down her camface. "STOPIT! All right, | did it! The King-Council of
Kwest Mrawe paid me-five hundred pieces of gold! For God's sake
let her go!”

He was shaking, his body drenched with sweat, gasping asif he,
not the Hawk, were facing the heated iron. Starhawk's eyes snapped
open, shocked-she hadn't been so far into her trance that she wouldn't
havefdt it. "Don't be afool, Chief, we haven't been near Kwest
Mrawe."

Even asthe choke-chain jerked tight around her throat, he roared
over her, "They contacted me before we ever |eft Wrynde, dammit!
Shut her up and get her out of here. She doesn't know athing about it!"

Starhawk was struggling now, fighting for air againgt the strangling
loop of meta around her windpipe. The agony of panic and terror the
Wolf fdt as he watched them systematicaly club and Srangle her into
Semicon-sciousness was nothing he had ever experienced-something
for which he had never even thought to prepare himsdf indl hisyears
of war. He found himself roaring hoarsely over and over, "Stop it! Stop
it!" Hiswhole body trembled asthey findly dragged her from the room.
There weretears aswell as sweat running down hisface, and he was
aware of Nanciormiswatching his humiliation with interest, disgust, and
acertain smug satisfaction, asif this proved that Sun Wolf wasnat, in
fact, abetter man than he.

Another time, the Wolf would have felt fury. Now he wastoo
sckened and shaken to care. He was aware he had broken, as he'd
broken other men, and that they'd doneit by the smplest of means.
Some detached portion of his mind was mildly interested in the fact that
he didn't care about even that; the rest of himwasthinking illogicaly
that Starhawk hadn't made a sound.

The commander'sthick lipscurled in alittle smile.

"So the Lords of Kwest Mralwe paid you to murder the Bishop
Gddron and Egaldus and Incarsyn?”

"Yes." Hewas panting, sobbing, asif he had run miles. So much,
he thought, with strange detachment, for the hardened warrior who
can take anything his enemies dish out.



"Why?" Osgard grabbed him furioudy again by the shirt-front and
dragged hisface close. Green eyes like bloodshot rotten eggs glared
into his. "And Norbas Milkom died just because he happened to be
with Galdron, isthat it?" His breath was like a cesspit; the Wolf fought
nausea. "A man who'd never harmed a soul-aman who was my friend
and the best friend this country ever had!" His big handstightened ashe
dammed the Wolf back againgt thewall. "Y ou stinking, murdering
traitor, | took you into my Household-"

"Get out of theway, you fool!" Nanciormiswrenched the King's
hands free and shoved him impatiently aside. He turned back to the
Wolf, speaking quickly, asif to get thisover with. "Y ou did thisto
cause disruption of the dliance between Wenshar and the shirdar?'

"Yes" Sun Wolf swallowed, grasping for what was left of his
thoughts. "I don't know," he amended, redlizing thiswaslikelier-
anything, hethought, to make them believe. He had seen torture,
Seen the torture of women. Anything, hethought, to spare the Hawk
that. "They didn't tell me. They knew | was mageborn, knew | could
get control of thedemons... "

The dark eyes narrowed in their pads of flesh. "So that's how it's
done," he murmured. Then, with aglance at the King, "And the King
would have been your next victim."

Sun Wolf nodded. Hefelt drained and strange to himsdlf, emptied
of the pride hed once held in his own strength. It had dl happened so
quickly. He understood then why men who held out through the pain at
the torturers hands would weep after it was over.

"You ginking traitor.” The King's bresth hissed thickly in his
nostrils. "Y ou took my money, you ate my bread-1 entrusted you with
the life of my son." He spoke quietly, hisanger codescing into a
hardness far beyond hisusua pyrotechnic wrath. "Witch-bastard-you
have no more pride nor honor than acame-skinner'swhore." Stepping
close, he spat in Sun Wolf'sface.

Sun Wolf was aware, asthe spittle ran warm and dimy down his

chin, that there had been atime when he would have struck at the man
for that, eveniif they killed him for it. But not even anger was left



him-only numbness and fear for the Hawk. | would never have hurt
Jeryn, he wanted to say, but could not. He'd seen the abject and stupid
hopes of men once held broken them, clinging to straws of
self-deception and the delusion that if they licked their torturer's boots
aufficiently clean, no further harm would be done to those they loved.
He remembered, too, his scorn of such men and what held doneto
those loved ones out of spite and pique and sheer perverseness, if the
victim's pleas had been too fulsome. There wasthat, too, in
Nanciormis eyes.

But dl of it changed nothing. Hefet diento himsdf, asif soul and
body had, in lesstime than it took to put on his boots, been turned
indde-out.

"WEell take his confesson and fling it in the faces of those toadsin
Kwest Mrawe... "

Nanciormis shook hishead. "It would do usno good.” He
fastidioudy wiped hisface on a cotton handkerchief hed taken from his
deeve. Even through the stench of the straw underfoot and the King's
stained and swesty puce doublet, the Wolf could smell the aromatic
vinegar with which it had been soaked. "They'll only deny it-deny that
they ever knew the sources of the power of the Witches. But asthe
oneswho broke that power, they very well could have known how to
awaken it again." He glanced back at the Wolf. "Asfor thisone-we
have his confession. We need no more.”

He signed to the guards. They raised their crossbows again, and
Nanciormis put his hand on the King's arm, to draw him back out of
theway.

Osgard remained where he was, between the barbed iron points
and Sun Wolf'schest. "After thebill for itissigned,” hesaid.

Nanciormis stared at him asif held taken leave of his senses.
mWhat?

TheKing regarded him for amoment, green eyes dit-ted. "After a
bill is made out and signed for his desth and posted in the city from
sunrisetill sunset tomorrow," hesad. "Thefact that he'sa
witch-bastard and a killer doesn't mean | can break the law to kill him



without ahill."

Emotionally emptied, Sun Wolf observed with distant interest that
thiswas one of the few times he'd ever seen Nanciormis taken off
guard. Between the velvety ropes of the braids, hisface turned tallowy
yelow with anger, his mouth squaring hard a the corners. Then he
recovered himsdf, sammered, "We have the man's confesson! He
betrayed you, would have murdered you in your bed. He daughtered
Milkomlikeashesp..."

Oggard'svoiceturned to flint. "Don't talk about Milkom to me," he
sad softly. "It's only chance my uncle Tyrill named me and not Norbas
his successor. It could have been either of us, because we both
believed in law. A shirdar lord might have aman'sthroat dit on hisown
say-90, in the dark, without anyone's knowing about it, but that isn't
how it's done here. I'm the King, but I'm King under laws, something
you and your people never got around to making."

"And my people," said Nanciormis, viper-quiet, "are the sronger
for it. Among my people, these killings would never have goneon as
long asthey have."

"Y our people,” retorted Osgard, hisvoice equaly deadly, "were
unable to hold these lands againgt folk who were united by law,
Nanciormis. Remember that."

And turning, the King strode from the cell. Nanciormis stood for a
moment, watching his shadow pass acrossthe torch-glarein the
gairwell; then he turned back and studied Sun Wolf with considering
eyes.

For along moment he said nothing. Sun Wolf met his eyesthrough
the burning smoke of the brazier that now choked the cell, acutely
aware that the two guards still remained, their weapons at the ready.
Hewas utterly weary, body and soul-yesterday's long ride and the
horrors of the night mingling with the ache of strained shoulder muscles,
the hot, viscoustrickle of blood down hisarmsfrom the torn flesh of his
wrigts, and the burn of swest in hiswounds. His only thought was how
Starhawk had fought them-silent, desperate-and how in silence she had
been beaten unconscious. In the strange, clear corner of his mind that



was detached from any personal concerns, he was aware that, though
Osgard would undoubtedly promulgate and sign the correct legd hill
for his desth immediately, by tomorrow there was agood chance he
would be too drunk to inquire whether Sun Wolf had survived the night
to be executed the following sunset. By the commander's eyes,
Nanciormiswasthinking it, too. Sun Wolf knew he should be afraid,
but somehow was not. He only stood, his head tipped back against the
gonewall behind him, watching the commander incurioudy. In spite of
the almost unbearable heat of the room, he felt queerly cold.

But something of Osgard's sober and deadly quiet seemed to have
reached through the commander's contempt for his brother-in-law. At
length he signed to the two guards. "Keep watch on him. Remember
hesawizard. Stay aert. If he either moves or spesks, kill him at once.
Undergtand?'

The men nodded. Nanciormis paused for amoment longer,
studying Sun Wolf's chained figure, stretched between the torches, the
light glancing along the crescent-shaped scabs of the demon bites,
gleaming gtickily on the perspiration streaming down his chest and ribs.
Then his mouth hardened with some private thought; turning, he strode
fromthecdl.

It was along time before Starhawk found the strength even to
move. The fresh pain blended with the ache of bruises severa hours
old, taken in the struggle when they'd arrested her as soon as the boys
on the watch-tower had sighted Sun Wolf's horse. Looking back onit,
shewondered with dull disgust at hersalf why she had not suspected
the very fact that no one had arrested her upon her return with Tazey.
Of course Osgard would be readier to plant the blame on him or
Kaetha, rather than on his daughter. She wondered what had finally
tipped the scales.

Some circumstance of Incarsyn's murder? She shivered,
remembering the screams that had shattered the terrible silence
between the end of the storm and dawn. Some piece of proof that
Kaethawas innocent? Or wasit just that Sun Wolf was a stranger?
She cursed hersef for not picking aless obvious rendezvous, for not



knowing the empty quarter well enough to choose one further in, and
for not being ready for adelayed arrest.

She sighed and tried to roll over on the uneven stone of the floor.
It was like a cobblestone street, bumpy and filled with little pits and
holes where roaches nested under crumbled straw. Itsjagged edges cut
into her bare arms, and she winced and lay till again.

She had to get him out, if it wasn't too late dready. Illyrahad
threatened the most barbarous and lingering degth for the witch whose
magic had dain her brother. But in the long hours of the earlier night,
while she had waited with hammering heart for the guards to comefor
her, she had gone over every square foot of the stone-lined room.
There was nothing she could use for aweapon or tool.

Sun Wolf had confessed. He might be aready dead.

Her body hurt; her soul felt shaken to its marrow.

She had long known that she was willing to perjure her soul and
destroy her body for Sun Wolf's sake-it had never occurred to her that
he would do likewise for her. Struggling to submerge mind and fegling
to the dark silence of meditation, she had heard him cry out, and it had
left her stunned. He would not have confessed, she knew, if they'd put
theiron to hisown flesh.

That he had done so for her saketerrified her. Shewas used to
pain from arrows, swords, and every instrument designed to cut or
break human flesh. Thetearsthat did in such silence down her face
werefrom grief at hishumiliation and because she understood now that
he valued her above hisown pride.

He had said that he loved her. Until now she had not understood
that hislove was of the same quality as hers.

Thisisweak, shetold hersdf angrily, weak and stupid. While
you're sniveling over how much he loves you, he could be dying.
There has to be something you can do.

But the tears did cold down her face. Even had she not been
half-dead with exhaustion, she knew there was nothing she had not
dready investigated before.

Somewhere behind her, she heard afaint, hollow scritch.



Her muscles stiffened.

In the long waiting she had become familiar with every sound of
these cells-the queer, hollow groanings of thewind in thewalls, and the
scrabble of rats who hunted the enormous brown jail-roachesin the
corners. Thiswas different.

Very faintly, she heard it again-the unmistakabl e scrape of wood
on stone and the soft squesk of ahinge.

"Warlady?'

An unvoiced whisper, ascout'sin enemy territory. She moved her
eyesto the judas-hole in the door. Thefaintest glow of reflected
torchlight filtered through, but no shadow of awatching guard. She
rolled over-every pulled, burning muscle of her back and belly stabbing
at her-and sat up, shrugging her torn shirt back up on her shoulders
agan.

In the blackness of the rear wall, asmal square of more velvety
black had appeared and, in it, the white ova blur effaces.

As soundlessly as she could, she edged her way to the back of the
cdl.

Tazey was wearing her boy's breeches and a man's embroidered
black shirt, dl smutched and filthy now with mud and dime and what
looked like soot. Jeryn'susua prim, forma outfit of hose, trunks, and a
siffly braced doublet were asgrimy ashissgter's.

Starhawk breathed, " Sorry, but we just had the chimney swept
yesterday-come back next week." They both put their hands over their
mouthsto keep from giggling with relief.

She ducked down and crawled through the narrow black dotin
thewall; there was the faint scrape of wood as Jeryn replaced the
hidden door. Small hands groped for hersin the darkness, and they led
her, hadf stooping, haf crawling, afew paces and around what felt like a
corner. Then with ahissand sneer of metal, alantern-didewas
uncovered to show them in anarrow passageway with a sharply doped
roof. Roaches longer than Starhawk's thumb scrambled for cover from
thelight.

Jerynwhispered, "Thisrunsbehind dl the cdlls.”



Starhawk nodded. "It'san old trick, if a prisoner turns stubborn.
Put himin acdl with his partner and station aman to ligen to them talk
when they think they'redone. Or if hesaTrinitarian, hideaman here
when the priest comes to hear his confession. It lookslike it hasn't been
usedinyears.

They were staring at her with wide eyes, Starhawk felt her hair,
dicking straight up, dl stiffened with sweet and blood, and the puffy,
discoloring bruises on her face and half-exposed breast. "I'm fing," she
added. "The Chief ... "

Jeryn whispered, "We heard. We were behind thewall.”

Tazey added softly, "Father's gone to sign the bill of execution, but
the law statesit must be posted from sunrise to sunset before aman
can bekilled. He-" She swallowed. "He hasn't been hurt.”

Starhawk had half guessed, from their lack of panic, that the Wolf
hed at least afew hours left. Exhausted and shaken as she was, the
sudden release from stress made her eyes sting nonetheless and her
throat ache. With an impulsive move, she hugged the girl to her, fighting
to keep from breaking the armor of her calm. Therewas no timefor it
now.

"|-" Tazey hestated, biting her lower lip. "1 can use magic to get
the guards away from him. | don't think it will be hard." She spoke
swiftly, asif admitting something which hurt her; but onceit was sad,
sherelaxed alittle. Shelooked far better than she had yesterday in
Wenshar; better even than she had on the silent trip back acrossthe
desert-less withdrawn and hagridden. Starhawk guessed sheld used
magic to get out of her own room-astheir friend she had certainly been
watched-even as she had laid degp-pells on her watchers two nights
ago. You can sometimes un-be what you are, the Hawk thought, but
you can never unknow that you were it. Tazey had made her choice.
For her there was now no going back, if indeed there ever had been.
Shewent on, "Wecan ... "

Starhawk shook her head. Her mind was working fast, running
ahead. Her immediate fears for the Wolf were assuaged. Shewas
thinking like atrooper again. "No," shesad. "Listen, what hour of the



night isit?'

They looked at one another, then Tazey said, "About the third."

"All right." Starhawk drew the children closeto her, keeping her
voicelow, for the tunnd would carry the smallest noise. "People are ill
awake-they're dill alert. We can't make a break-in until two or three
hours after midnight, when most people are adeep, and when the
guardswill betired and stale-not only the guards on the Wolf's cdll, but
the guards around the corrals.”

Huddled, squatting, in the narrow space beside her, they nodded,
accepting her soldier'swisdom. She could see Jeryn tucking that piece
of information away in hismind for another time.

"The Chief wasright. Thesekillings aren't going to stop until we
know why they started. We need to know what the Witches of
Wenshar knew. We need Kaetha's books." Shelooked at themin the
upside-down glare of the shaded lantern, two grimy roya urchins sitting
with their chinson their kneesin the stinking spy-tunndl behind their
father's dungeon, dark eyes and green shining through the tangles of
their dust-stresked hair. "'Are you kids game?"

"Do you know every tunnd and cellar in Tandieras?'

Jeryn glanced over his shoulder at her and flashed her ashy grin.
"Just about." Therewas atrace of pridein his soft, treble voice. Broken
out of its habitua sullenness, his peaked face |ooked more handsome
and less pretty than usua. He wiped away the soot that had coated
them dl on their way through an old hypocaudt, leaving alarge, pde
dresk amid the generd filth.

Jeryn had crossed the big, musty-smelling kitchen cellar without
light, by touch in the dark; held flashed the lantern-dide, once, to guide
Starhawk across. Long training in night scouting had taught her to take
in the cleared pathways at a glance. She'd negotiated the expanse of
piled sacks of potatoes and whest, clay oil jarsastall as Jeryn was,
and knobby, dangling fronds of onions and herbs without a sound that
might be heard by those whose footsteps creaked over their heads.
She could hear Tazey making her way softly now, moving in the dark,



as the mageborn could.

Theboy'scold, fragilelittle fingers sought hers. "l used to hide
anywhere, when Uncle Nanciormiswanted me for sword practice, or
riding. And it wasn't that | was acoward,”" he added, a crack of hurt
suddenly bresking hisvoice. "That is-it isn't cowardly not to want to do
something you can't doif it'sdangerous, isit, Warlady? | mean, I'm not
afraid of horses-it'sjust I-I can't ride the wild ones the way Tazey
does, and | know it. But Uncle ... " He hesitated, ashamed. "Uncletold
Father | was acoward for not wanting to do it and a sneak for running
away from lessons. | tried, | really did, to climb ropes and scdewalls
andthings, but | ... | just can't. That'sthat'swhy | had to find the Chief
out in the desert in Wenshar. Because he-he's a better teacher. | mean,
it'sboring, but he's careful you won't get hurt, you know? Sometimesl|
thought ... " He stopped himsdlf, let go of her hand and, by the sound of
it, wiped his nose hastily with adeeve which would leave it blacker
than before.

Starhawk fdt that knobby smal hand in her own, remembered the
thin legs, the pipestem wrigts. He hadn't the strength that would have
gotten him safely through the more dangerous eements of training, and
Nanciormiswas clearly ateacher who found it easier to blame his
pupil'sfailure on anything but his own cardessineptitude. It was easier,
she thought, remembering her own earlier humiliationsin Sun Wolf's
school for warriors, to hide from the lessons than to be mocked.

"l didtry." Then, asif ashamed of the crack in hisvoice, he turned
toward the small door, hidden behind awal of winetunswhose
wooden sides were thick with dust. "Through here."

Starhawk paused, as Tazey ghosted up beside them in the
darkness. "Wait aminute.”

Shetook the lantern from Jeryn and flashed aquick gleam in the
direction of the shelves nearby. As she had suspected, remembering
her convent days, in addition to red wheels of wax-covered cheese and
bags of ground flour, they aso contained empty flour sacks, folded
negtly for the myriad purposes of the kitchens. She took one of them,
removed thelid from abarrdl of dried apples, and collected half a
dozen, then borrowed Tazey's knife to cut a substantia chunk from one



of the cheeses. After sowing it in the sack, which she tied through her
belt, she nestly turned the rest of the cheese toward the wall so the cut
would not be noticed until someone wondered why al the mice and
roachesin the Fortress were converging on that particular shelf.

"When we run for it, the place is going to be like a polo game with
ahornet's nest for the bal," she whispered. Shoving two more sacks
through her belt, shefollowed Jeryn to thelittle dit of adoorway behind
the winetuns. "I'm not going without something to est.”

As Starhawk had suspected, the empty quarter of the Palace was
as deserted asthe ruins of Wenshar itsdf. Even had they known she
had escaped, she doubted anyone would have searched there before
sunup. Moving like aghost through the bleached skeletons of the
decaying walls and sand-drifted cells, she admitted they had a point.
From across the deserted compounds, she could smell the faint,
nausesting waft of old blood, like the stench of athree-day-old
battlefield, and recalled the horror she and the Wolf had found, al that
was left of Egaldus-remembered, too, Incarsyn's blood splattered not
only over thewalls of the room that had been his, soaking the sheets of
his bed where the largest part of hisbody ill lay, but the gore that had
dripped down from the ceiling aswell. The room lay on the edge of the
empty quarter, where Nexué and Egaldus had both died.

Besde her, Jeryn whispered, "Uncle Nanciormis said he-he saw
the Chief'sface. Could-you don't think-"

Starhawk knew what he was getting at, but deliberately
misunderstood. "Could it have taken on the Chief's features?’ Jeryn,
though that wasn't what hed meant, nodded eagerly at thismore
acceptable hypothesis. "I don't know. That's why we need to know
about the Witches." She hdted, the chill of the night biting into her body
through the rags of her torn shirt, stinging the bruises on her face and
arms and making her wrenched muscles ache. When she turned her
head, the short sted dip-chain around her throat pressed cold into the
flesh. "The Chief said it wasin a corner of abig adobe kitchen with the
roof hdf falen in and two ovens, catty-corner to each other.”

Jeryn nodded. "I know wherethat is."



Tazey glanced worriedly over her shoulder. The night wind had
falen, and slence seemed to hang over the empty quarter likethe
darkness of deep before dreams begin. Her voice barely touched that
hideous stillness. ™Y ou don't-Y ou don't think were in danger?”

Deadpan, Starhawk said, "Two out of three, we're safe.”
"Two out of three?
"If it'syou or the Wolf behind it, weve got nothing to worry about.”

Redizing belatedly she was being kidded, Tazey grinned shakily.
"Oh, thanks™"

Savefor thefaint skiffs of wind playing hide-and-seek in the zebra
moonlight beneath the broken roof beams, the dark kitchen was silent.
Neverthdess, Starhawk waited along moment in its doorway before
entering. It wasin her memory that Egaldus had been killed wandering
at night in the empty quarter, and it was probably asafe bet that he
hadn't been seeking herbsto harvest in the dark of the moon. But
nothing molested her. She raised her hand, signaling the children to
come.

When Starhawk and Tazey lifted the grille clear of the pit, scales
stirred on sand in the darkness bel ow like the whisper of dead leaves.
Shedid the cover from the lantern and held it down in that black well.
Something twitched in the darkness. Asif jet beads had been scattered
from aburst sack, the eyes glittered unwinkingly up at them.

Starhawk took a deep breath. Sun Wolf had told her about it; but,
aswith the fear-spells written on the grille, just knowing was not the
same. "Do you think you can do it?"

Tazey wet her lipsand hesitated for along time, staring down into
the dark. Then she shook her head. "I don't know how. It's-| know
what Sun Wolf and Kaetha say about illusion, but-1 can't make them
think astick is something and your body isagtick. | just-I can't fed
what they'd fedl. I'm sorry, Warlady."

Shelooked wretchedly at Starhawk, asif expecting to be cursed

for her faillure-obliquely the Hawk wondered if her father had led her to
expect that. She put acomforting hand on the square, delicate



shoulder. "I'm certainly not sorry you admit it,”" she said frankly. "And
particularly that you're not willing to try anyway." She squatted on her
haunches, hugging her knees, and stared down &t the restlessdy moving
shapes below. The dry buzz of rattlers echoed against the low roof,
risng to aharsh crescendo. In spite of hersdlf, shefelt her somach curl
with dread. "And even if you could ded with the snakes," she added,
"theres il the scorpions.”

"Could you make the snakes go after the scorpions?!

Jeryn leaned over their shouldersto look down into the pit,
fascinated. "Make them hungry or something?'

Tazey thought that one over, and Starhawk swallowed agrin at
the practicality of the suggestion. "'l don't think so," said the girl
doubtfully. "1 don't redlly know how to make them think or fed
anything. | don't know how they-how they think or fed."

"So that puts out just making them fall adeep.” Starhawk rested
her chin on her knees, considering the maiter in the light of what the
Wolf had told her of magic. "If scorpions degp in thefirst place. | know
snakes do-"

"Look," said Jeryn abruptly. "Tazey-you stopped awindstorm or
made it blow in another direction. Can you do other thingslike that?
Withtheair, | mean?'

She frowned up at her younger brother, puzzled. "1-1 don't know."

Starhawk cocked her head to one side. "What did you havein
mind, Scout?"

"Well, snakes shouldn't even be awake at night-neither should
scorpions, becauseit'stoo cold. Can you makeit colder?'

"Yes," Tazey said, then stopped, looking disconcerted.

"You're sure?' asked Starhawk.

Shelooked alittle uncertain, not at her answer, but at her
aureness. "Yes. |-It'slikethewind."

Not an answer, Starhawk thought, that would make sense to a
non-wizard, but she had been around Sun Wolf and Ka ethaenough to
know that wizards spoke to one another in akind of bookhand, with



minima cluesthat both understood for things which could never be
explained to those who had not felt them.

Tazey edged closer to the brink and rested her chin on her folded
hands. Jeryn stepped back, knowing by ingtinct that he must remain
absolutely slent. The girl shut her eyes.

Starhawk did not pretend to fedl, as Sun Wolf could, when magic
was being worked. All she saw was ayoung girl in faded old breeches
and ablack, too-large shirt, her head bowed and her saffron hair falling
over her face, sunk in asdf-induced trance of concentration. But she
saw in the moonlight the faint, cold mist begin to curl into the ar above
the inky shadows of the pit, like ground fog on awinter morning, and
felt the hair prickle on her scalp. Jeryn stepped back apace, histhin
face catching with afleeting expresson that was not quite fear, not quite
grief, ashelooked at this enchanted stranger who had once been his
gder.

Starhawk's ingtinct was to throw something down into the pit, to
make sure the terrible chill had worked itsway upon the things below.
But from her own early days of meditation she knew how easy it would
be to break the girl's desperate concentration. She knew, too, that
there was no telling how long she could keep it up. She handed the
lantern to Jeryn and tucked Tazey'sknifein her belt to force the locks
with. With awhispered mentd prayer to the Mother and to whatever of
her or Sun Woalf's mythical ancestors might be listening, shelowered
hersdf by her hands down into the darkness.

She dangled for amoment, listening for the telltale swish of scales
upon dust. Nothing but silence met her ears. Would the sound of her
dropping, shewondered, break Tazey's hold on the spells?

Therewas, asthe mercenariesliked to say, only oneway to find
out.

Shelanded lightly, springily, knees bent. Thelight wavered and
staggered over her head as Jeryn leaned down after her with the
lantern. 1ts gleam reeled over scaled backs-black, brown, patterned in
sand-hued lozenges or glistening like oil and pearls. One mambaflicked
itstongue stuporoudy. That wasall.



The cold in the pit wasincredible, dicing through the rags of
Starhawk's shirt and chilling her to the bone. Her breasts hurt with
it-shewas glad of the small warmth of the hot lantern-metal so closeto
her fingers. Even in the desert dryness, her breath was a cloud of white
steam. Tiptoeing so as not to step on any of the snakes, she made her
way across the room and remembered to et the light far enough from
the niche so that the heat from the flame inside would not revive any of
the deeping vermin. By the time she reached the nicheitsdlf, shewas
shivering uncontrollably.

Scorpions covered the chest and the rafter above them, like metal
plates sewn on agarment. Starhawk paused for amoment, rubbing her
bare hands, loathing the thought of what she must do. It'sdo it or go
back out and think of something else, shetold hersdlf. After the
roachesin thejail and the vermin in some of the inns you've
stayed at, it's no time to get squeamish now. With cringing fingers
she reached forward and picked ajointed brown body off thelid and
tossed it aside. It landed with afaint plop in acorner. None of the
others moved.

Starhawk supposed she had done worse thingsin eight years of
soldiering-retrieving the chest of gold pieces one sacked township had
sunk in thelatrine pit behind the town hall came to mind. But shivering
in the cold, ensorcelled darkness as she crouched to force the locks,
waiting for the breath of warmth that would tell her that Tazey's
concentration had failed and that she hersdf was, for dl intentsand
purposes, dready dead, she couldn't think of too many.

There were thirteen booksin one ches, five in the other. Two of
them were s0 large and clumsy she could only carry them one a atime,
picking her way back through the loathsome carpet of the pit, to hand
them up to Jeryn. Her hands were clumsy with cold, barely ableto
close around the heavy volumes that she passed up to himin twos and
threes, hoping there were no scorpions hidden within the bindings that
would revivein the warmer air above. It wasn't likely-the chestslooked
tight againgt moisture, sand, and the smdl, glue-eating vermin of
deserted places. When she wasfinished, she
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closed up the chests again, picked asix-foot diamond-back off the
rungs of the ladder, and scrambled out of the pit, her bruised flesh
shuddering with considerably more than cold.

Jeryn waslooking &t her, eyes enormous with awe. As she gently
shook Tazey out of her trance, the boy whispered, "Y ou're braver than
Uncle Nanciormis-braver than my father."

"I'vejust had eight years more practice asalooter,” Starhawk
said. "Now for God's sake take alook at my back to make sure none
of those things dropped on me, and |et's get the hell out of here. Weve
got alot moreto do tonight.”

CHAPTER 15

Or the fourth or fifth time, pain wakened Sun Wolf, jerking him
back to awareness of more pain. He changed his half-waking sob into
acurse and braced his knees once again to take some of the
excruciating tenson from his burning shoulders and back and his
lacerated wrigts, the guards, on the other side of the cdll, shifted
nervoudy and raised their crossbows. It was the squat, blond young
man and the dark shirdar girl again, he saw-he had lost count of how
many times they'd swapped off with the other pair Stting upstairsin the
guardroom playing piquet. His kneestrembling, the Wolf felt liketelling
them that if they weretired of the routine, next time held gostinthe
guardroom for achange.

It would be something, he thought, if he could only summon up the
smallest of go-away spellsto keep the roaches and the few big, fat,
insolent fliesaway from the raw flesh of hiswounds. But the sorceries
inthe chainsdid their job thoroughly. All he could do was shake his
cramped arms weskly and curse. He was growing too weary how to
do either.

It was about the seventh hour of the night. He had the rest of the
night to get through and dl the hours of daylight tomorrow. The thought
was far worse than that of whatever death hed have to endure
afterward.

A draft from the corridor moved the putrid air, and his eyes swam



with the smoke. By sunset tomorrow in the desert dryness, he knew
he'd be haf-crazy with thirst, but now it waslack of deep that
tormented him most-lack of deep, and the tree of agony rooted in his
legs, growing up his spineto his cramped, searing shoulder muscles,
and branching out to the red rings of bleeding pain that circled his
wrists. Sooner or later his kneeswere going to give out. And then, he
thought, hed look back on this moment with nostalgic longing.

Wherever they'd put the Hawk, he hoped she was better off than
he

The queer, sinking sensation of panic returned at the thought of her.
She would never have broken as he had.

That might be, he thought ruefully, because it was unlikely that, had
their positions been reversed, he would ever have been an innocent
victim. But at heart, he knew Starhawk to be both colder and tougher
than he was. Since he had come to love her-since he had embraced the
meagic that was his destiny-he had discovered in himsalf awidening
stresk of sentimentality that hisfather would have puked to
behold-puked first and then beaten him till the blood ran.

He wondered if she would despise him for breaking down as he
hed or if sheld guessed what he knew-that his holding out would have
meade no ultimate difference.

Why had the demon had hisface?
In the darkness of the corridor outside, something moved.

Sun Wolf raised his head sharply, and one guard shifted her
crossbow while the other turned, casting aswift glance through the
stone arch. Thereflection of torches from the staircase above had long
snce sunk into smoky darkness, but, like agauizy brush of fox fire,
white light danced aong the cracksin the stone. Then it was gone.

Exhausted amost past caring, Sun Wolf wrenched his body back
away from the door-and that light-as far as he could, forcing himsdf not
to fed the burning scrape of the manacles on hiswrists. Ashedid so,
he let out agasp and molded his unshaven featuresinto what he hoped
was a convincing expression of utter shock and horror, asif thelight
were some threat as much to himself asto the guards, though in point of



fact hefelt no sense of danger fromit at al. The guardslooked a one
another, then back at him. He threw them a desperate look and hoped
to hell they remembered him sobbing and begging Nanciormisfor
mercy. If | had to go through that, hethought grimly, at least let me
get some good fromit ... Whatever the hdll was happening, it would
be better than being shot out of hand.

At least he hoped so.

After amoment's hesitation, one guard signed to the other to keep
his eye on the Wolf, then stepped cautioudy into the corridor to
investigate. He saw the girl's shadow on the wal, the dancing
phosphorescence leading her away. The other guard braced himsdlf,
crossbow leveled, his eyes never leaving the Wolf.

Thus he didn't even see Starhawk as she stepped lightly through
the arch behind him with half an adobe brick twisted into the bottom
corner of aflour sack. She caught the man before hefell and held onto
his crossbow, too, lowering him gently to the rock floor as Jeryn
dippedin likealittle shadow at her hedls.

The ache of joy flooded Sun Woalf, painful asthe rush of blood to
anumbed limb, to see her dive and, at least by mercenary's stlandards,
unhurt; it was so intense that he could only whisper as she came close
enough to hear, "Where the hdll have you been?’

Shewas pulling free the pinswhich held the wrigt chainsto the
ringsinthewal, the rags of her shirt hanging like abeggar's on her
rangy frame and alayer of dust gummed to the bloodly filth that coated
her swollenface. "I leave theroyd bal before the dancing isover to
come here and rescue you, and that's all you can say?'

He lowered hisarm and swore violently to keep from crying out in
pain. Starhawk's arms were gentle, solid, and strong asaman's. For a
moment their eyes met. Then he clasped her to him, gritting histeeth
agang the agony the movement cost him, holding her ashard ashis
shaking arms would permit, his face pressed to her sticky hair and the
crossbow jammed uncomfortably between their two bellies. He tasted
her blood and hisown astheir split and puffy lips met, regardiess of the
pain. Then hewhispered, "Let'sgo." He knew if he didn't let go now,



he never would.

Jeryn dipped past them to the darkest corner of the little cell and
pushed low down onthewall. A smadll section of it fell back, and,
without aword, the boy ducked in. Chains till dangling from his
lacerated wrists, Sun Wolf dipped after him, and Starhawk, ducking
through last, crossbow in hand, pulled the door shut behind them.

Tazey was waiting for them with saddled horses beside the old
gate of the empty quarter that led down to the pass. Covered with dirt
and soot as shewas, Sun Wolf took her in hisarms. He knew where
that luring light had come from.

"Good-by." Her smal hands were cold againgt his back through
the holesin historn shirt. "I wish you could have stayed. I'll need a
teacher ..."

"Rot good-by," the Wolf said shortly. "We may be getting the hell
out of here, but I'm not leaving until | know what's behind this."

"Y ou don't-" she began.

"Thehdl I don't." Hissingle golden eye went from her to Jeryn,
holding the horses in the shadows of the broken-down gate. "Asde
from the fact that sooner or later Lady Illyraor Kaetha's going to track
usdown, | don't think that thing's stopped killling. Weve got no
guarantee about who its next victim's going to be. Since we don't even
know what therangeis, it could conceivably be either me or the Hawk
or both."

From the direction of the main block of the fortress came adistant
shout, then arisng clamor and torchlight spinning like med fireflies
aong thewalls. Starhawk remarked, "Either there's a skunk in the Hall
or they know we're gone.”

Sun Wolf glanced out through the broken-toothed maw of the gate
to the chiaroscuro of velvet and ice that the moonlight scattered over
the twisted land. An df-owl hooted once from where ocatillo threw its
shadows like a skeleton hand across the sand-drift near an old wall; the
moon gleamed like arim of frost on the spines of the Dragon's
Backbone. "There a place we could hole up in the mountains where the
horses could be hidden?"



Jeryn looked blank-he might know every underground tunnd and
secret passage in Tandieras, but hed never stepped willingly outsideits
wallsin hislife. Tazey sad, "Thereés adeserted chapel highupinthe
sde of the Binnig Rock-up there." She pointed to the dizzying bulk of
the haf dome. "Thetrail's pretty narrow, but it can be done on ahorse.”

Heturned to Jeryn. "Y ou think you can find your way up there
tomorrow, as soon as you can dip avay?1'm going to need somebody
to read pieces of those booksto me.”

The boy nodded, dark eyes glowing.

"Good. Tazey, stay here and keep an eye on things-best you aren't
both missing a the sametime." He swung into the saddle. If Starhawk
alone had been there, he probably would have groaned and cursed
with pain; but asit was, he only gritted histeeth. "And seeif you can't
smuggle us wegpons of some kind-and ablanket." He collected the
reins and turned away through the narrow gate to the pewter moonlight
of the narrow trail beyond.

Tazey asked softly, "Will you bedl right tonight?”

Starhawk said, deadpan, "1 think well manage to keep each other
wam."

"Chief?"

Heturned his head deepily to look down at the ivory-fine features
of the woman who lay in the crook of hisarm. The washy dawnlight
turned her hair colorless, the bruises on her face dmost black. Theair
was bitterly cold, so that even the harshness of the sacking and
saddleblankets in which they were wrapped was welcome. The links of
the dip-chain gill around her neck jingled softly as sheraised a scarred
hand to touch one of the few unbruised portions of hisface, witha
gentleness no one would have guessed who'd seen her brain aman with
amacein battle.

Shesaid softly, "Thank you."

"Did you think I wouldn't have given them whatever they wanted,
told them whatever they wanted, to save you?"



Shewasdlent along time, while buried thought fumbled its painful
way to the surface. The gray light seeping through the chapel's narrow
door to lie over the two ragged fugitives silvered her eyes-he saw them
flood with sudden tears. "1 never thought anyonewould,” she said at
lest.

When next they spoke, the light had warmed on the thick tangle of
brush and mesquite outside the chapel door, and wavering gleams of
ydlow and green reflected into the shadowy stone room from the catch
pools outside. The dit windows above the little stone dtar glowed with
the wide nothingness of desert air, five hundred feet above the leve of
the crumbling talus and rock below. The chapd s of the Mother were
for those who would fight to reach her, not like the easy, open churches
of the Triple God.

"Why'd you ask Jeryn about his etymology? About the difference
between awitch and awizard?'

Drowsing on the edge of degp, Sun Wolf dmost laughed. Only
Starhawk'slogica mind would bring aquestion like that out of the
afterglow of lovemaking.

"What isthe difference?"

Starhawk considered the two words for atime. "In the didect of
the north it'sadifference of-of kind of magic,” shesad at last. "A
wizard is an academic; the word ‘witch' implies earth-magic,
granny-magic sometimes-intuition. In the didect of theMiddle
Kingdoms, and here dong the cordillera, I've noticed that ‘wizard' is
masculine and ‘witch' isfeminine-theway 'God' isfemininein the
sngular and masculineintheplurd.”

"Close" he agreed, and sat up, shivering alittle at the touch of the
chill air. "But in the shirdar there's a different connotation, apgorative
one-theimplication that the magic wasn't yoursto begin with. The
shirdaneisalanguage of nuances. Init, likeinthe north, awizard isan
academic, one who studies, ascholar or an engineer. But the shirdane
word for ‘witch' is someone who buys her power, usualy in trade for
her soul. When they speak of the Witches of Wenshar, they aren't
describing power-they're speaking of how power was acquired.” He



sat cross-legged under the ragged blanket and pushed back the faded
srands of thinning hair from his scabbed, unshaven face.

There was something ironic, Sun Wolf thought, in his utter comfort
in this bare stone cell. When he was the wedlthiest captain of
mercenariesin the West, held never have believed he would one day
ddight in being aragged, filthy fugitive thisway, Stting in abare sone
room with nothing but ahalf interest in asaddle blanket and four
saddlebags full of stolen booksto hisname. Nothing like a quick
glance down into the Cold Hells to make you pleased with life on
damn near any terms.

"It's the demons of Wenshar that were the source of the Witches
power," he went on. "They traded their power, their service, to the
Witches-became their servants.”

"Areyou sure?' Starhawk raised herself on one ebow and pulled
the saddle blanket awkwardly over her bare shoulder. "Demons
are-immorta. And immeateria. There are old legends of people
controlling them, but why would they alow themsalvesto be
controlled? We have nothing they'd want."

"Don't we?' His hoarse voice was soft in the watery gloom. "Think
about it, Hawk. Demons have no flesh, as we know flesh; no blood; no
passions. They are cold creatures, ephemerd, entities unattached to
bodies. They can never die-and so they never live. | felt their mindsal
around me in Wenshar, Hawk; | felt their cold, that seeks after
warmth." He leaned forward, resting his elbows on hisknees.

"They crave heat-not heat as we understand it, or at least not as
we understand it conscioudy, but the heat of the soul, of the blood-the
heet of fear, for which they drive beasts and men, if they can trap them,
to panic deaths, so they can drink it asit spills out of them; the heat of
lugt, which leads them to couple in dreams with men and women,
feeding their partnersthe imagesthat they crave, to warm themsalves
by that mortd fire. And the heat of hate, which isthe best of dl,
because it doesn't fade with time.

"The demonsin Wenshar became addicted to hate, the way men
become addicted to dream-sugar. The Witches of Wenshar fed them,



using their magic to open the channels between their minds and the
demons, and the demons found they liked that food. There are
earth-demonsin many parts of theworld, but mostly humankind avoids
them, asthey avoid humankind. Origindly the House Cult of Wenshar
may only have sought to control the demons, because their city was
built wherethey lived. But later they sought to bend them to their
bidding. Afterward they found there was a price to pay. That wasthe
secret power of the Witches of Wenshar-that the demons would kill
whomever they hated. But in return, they had to go on hating.”

Starhawk glanced over at the untouched books, piled at the foot
of the bare stone atar. Sun Wolf shook hishead.

"It'sonly my guess" he said. "But the demons knew mefor
mageborn the minute | entered their city. They tried to get meto take
that power, to use it asthe Witches did. The Witches gavetheir hateto
the demons, to feed on and to act on, but in doing so they gavethem a
tagtefor it. Corrupted them, if you like. Demons areimmortal. While
Altiokis dominated this part of the world, people would not admit to
being mageborn, not even to themsaves. Demons have been living in
that city for over acentury, like roaches, feeding on the piled rot of old
hates. They're coming out of along Sarvation.”

In the glowing blue-green cleft of the doorway, atiny rock-mouse
paused, whiskers aguiver, slhouetted against the colors of leaf and
stone. A flurry of doves swept past the entrance like a skiff of blown
snow. Star-hawk looked down at her hands for along time.

"The kids say Nanciormis saw your face on the demon that came
forhim."

Sun Wolf nodded, remembering how, in the darkness of the
templein Wenshar, the demon eyes had glowed golden, like hisown.
In that moment, when their minds had touched ... ? He hadn't forgotten
the dead birdsfound after hisown first night spent in this country.

"l cant explainit," hesaid dowly. "But | think I'd have known."

"According to Nanciormis, via Tazey, they didn't, dways. That
cuts both ways," she added after amoment. "The fact that you found
the dead birds before the storm doesn't mean it couldn't have been



Tazey hersdf. She may well not have known. In the north I've heard of
knocking-demons, and there's dways a young boy or girl somewhere
involved. And sheis mageborn.”

"So'sKdetha," the Wolf said. "And if Kaethasthirtyish now, she
must have been in well into her teenswhile Queen Cianniswas
dive-old enough to have been initiated into the cult, if Cianniswasits
last survivor. Particularly if Cianniswas asfrail as Nanciormis saysand
might have suspected she wouldn't survive asecond childbirth.”

"Maybe," Starhawk said. "It could account for Kaethawanting as
badly as she did to get Tazey into her teaching, if her own vanity didn't.
But there was no change, nothing new happening with Kaetha that
could havetriggered al this. Why now? Why not nine months ago,
when Altiokis died?'

"Y ou'rearguing asif thekillings made sense. They may not." Sun
Wolf heaved himsdlf to hisfeet and gasped at the agony of his back
andlegs.

Starhawk pushed herself more or less upright also, moving asif
shewerein pain but not showing it on her face. "Don't get excited,” she
sadin her usua calm voice. "It's going to be lots worse tomorrow.

L et's see what the books have to say about dl this."

Of the eighteen books, seven werein various forms of the old
tongue of Gwenth, asit had been spoken in the Middle Kingdomsin
the centuries before. Together, Starhawk and Sun Wolf limped to the
rock-pools below the chapel and watered the horses and bathed in the
freezing, shallow water. Sun Wolf shaved with Tazey's dagger and
bound the messy, abraded flesh of hiswristswith part of what was |eft
of hisshirt. It wasfully light when they returned to the chapd and
Settled down to read.

"I don't likethis," Starhawk said softly, looking up from the faded
and grubby pages of the Book of the Cult. "Nanciormiswasright. They
didn't dways know, especialy not at first. But their mothersand sisters
and aunts would watch for the Signs, if the girl was mageborn, and
would initiate her, teach her to control the demons her mind had



summoned. It was only five or Six generations, you know," she added,
settling her bruised shoulders gingerly back againgt thewadll. "That's not
along timeinthe history of the Ancient Houses. It looks asif there was
afamily cult before that time, but the demons probably camein when
the mageborn stresk surfaced. Unless ... " She paused for amoment,
frowning to hersdlf at those words, then began thumbing back through
the faded, close-written pages again, with their red and blue capitals,
their loops and pothooks where words were abbreviated by a hurried
scribe, seeking impatiently for something there which she could not
seemtofind.

Sun Walf'syedlow eye narrowed. "By my first ancestor, that
paace must have been ahdl to livein," he murmured. "Have you ever
dedlt with aknocking-demon, Hawk? Even when they aren't throwing
things, or making noises, you can fed them in aplace, watching you.
No wonder no one would come to the defense of Wenshar when
Kwest Mralwe sent armies through the passes.”

In the forenoon Jeryn rode laborioudy up thetrail on Walleye,
swesting in hisill-wrapped head veils and sarting a every unfamiliar
noise. He curled up in acorner of the chapd where adim sun shaft fell
through the weed-clogged roof hole of the rock chimney. While
Starhawk pursued her own researches, Sun Wolf sat beside him,
following the boy'sfinger dong the scribbled black line of brushed
writing. The more he heard, the greater his uneasiness grew.

All those who wrote of demons remarked upon the fact thet in
dreamsthey might show the features of those who sent them. Nowhere
did it say that they could cloak themsdvesin the forms of those who
had not.

They had known his name, in Wenshar. Could that have given
them hisform aswell? Or was there another explanation?

I'd know it, hethought, over and over, whilefeding the stir of fear
inhisveins By my first ancestor, | would sense it, in my dreams if
nothing else....

But the boy's voice droned on, over the names of the various
demons-hundreds of them-and the obscene and hideous spells of their



summoning. Sun Wolf remembered, years ago, aman in histroop who,
disturbed suddenly in sound deep, had strangled his mistressto degth,
taking severd minutesto do it. Waking, he had sworn with bitter tears
that he remembered nothing of it-that when the men had wakened him,
he had been sitting by her corpse-and could not be convinced that it
was not they who had done it and put the blame on him.

In the haunted hdls of Wenshar, the painted shadows of the
women had watched him from the wals, amusement in their dark eyes.
They had initiated one another, the elder hel ping the younger adong,
cushioning the shock of that terrible knowledge. What wasit to one
who had not that help?

After Jeryn had gone and he and Starhawk were settling down to
the medl of meat, bread, and wine that the boy had brought, dong with
blankets and a chisdl to rid them of the last of their chains, he spoke of
hisfears. The Hawk thought the matter over, asif they had been
discussing some third person whom neither knew well. "Do you hate
Nanciormis?' she asked.

Sun Wolf considered. After what the commander had doneto him
and to Starhawk last night, he redlized he should, but he didn't, redlly.
Perhaps, he thought, it was because held done the same thing himsdlf.

"l don't trust him," he said at last. "He'stoo strong and too smart for the
position he'sin, or hethinks heis, anyway. Osgard seemsto have been
pretty shrewd to keep him where heis. He looks good, but he's
irresponsible-he's a decent fighter, but he couldn't teach adog to lift his
leg to atree. He could have got Jeryn killed one day, if he goaded him
into trying ahorse too strong for him. He's aschemer and auser and he
gossips worse than an old woman. But no, | don't hate him. And |
certainly didn't hate him before the attack.”

"Or Incarsyn?' she pressed. "Y ou care about Tazey, and you
might say heinsulted her.”

"There wasn't enough to Incarsyn for anyoneto hate." The Wolf
took abite of the tough, harsh-textured bread and stared thoughtfully at
the canyon wall beyond the door, where the shadow of therim lay



acrossitinadanting line of blue and gold as sharp asif it had been
drawn with arule, inked, and gilded. He added, "Tazey might have."

Starhawk shook her head. " She never wanted to marry him," she
pointed out. " She just couldn't say 0 to her father-maybe couldn't
admit it to hersdlf. If held died before backing out of the match, maybe

"Y ou think she wouldn't have feared her father would find some
way toreviveit, in spite of Illyra? Particularly if Nanciormis had told
her what he told us about what Incarsyn had said of her?

The woman's dark brows went up thoughtfully and she looked
down into her wine cup, digesting that idea.

"Youredill taking asif the killings made sense,” the Wolf said.
"They might not have. Tazey might have hated Incarsyn, might have
hated Galdron for telling her she was damned-evidently she believed
she hated Nanciormis enough, after whatever it was he said to her, for
it to be her. That till doesn't explain Egaldus death.”

"Unlesswere deding with two killers™" Starhawk said quietly.
"Kdethamay very well have had reason to hate Egaldus, if he was
trying to get her books away from her. She certainly had reason to hate
Gadron."

"And Nexué€?' the Wolf said. "For al shewasaviciousold gossp,
Hawk, she was pretty harmless. The way you dedl with someone like
that isto cast spellsto make her hair fall out or her sciaticaact up, not
strew her guts over fifty square yards of ground.”

"If you're sixteen, you might." Starhawk finished a piece of bread,
tossed the crumbs to the threshold where three little black whestears
swooped down to fight over them. "And then, we don't know what
Nexué knew. Shewas aspy aswell asagossp. If shed seen Kdetha
and Egadus coupling like weaselsin rut in the empty quarter, Kaetha
might just want her dead to preserve that purity she's dwaysthrowing
up in everyone'sface. It would kill 'Shebbeth to find out her precious
teacher islessthan perfect. Asbadly as Kaletha sometimes treats her,
sheisn't anxiousto give up that devoted adave.”

"Y ou've changed your mind about her, then?



"No." Sheleaned back againgt the dressing stone of thelintel. "I'm
just arguing both sides. It doesn't sound like Kaetha-but it doesn't
sound like you or Tazey, ether.” Shefrowned again, scouting the
thought, then let it go. "As| said, there was no changein Kaethaslife,
except one, which argues more than anything ese that it wasn't her.”

He cocked his head, curious.

"You," the Hawk said. "A riva, abarbarian, aboor. She hated
you from the beginning. Y ou should have been thefirst. A potentia
book thief ... " She gestured towards the dark volumes, stacked at the
foot of the dtar, threads of reflected light gleaming dully gold and
pewter on their bindings. "Also, you're the one with the greatest chance
of figuring out what's going on. But there hasn't been an attack directed
ayou."

"Hasn't there?' The Wolf studied his bandaged wrigtsfor a
moment, the flesh around them bruised brown and stained now with the
poultices hed concocted to cleanse the wounds. ™Y ou know what was
odd about that attack on Nanciormis? It was the only one to take place
early enough in the evening for peopleto be around.”

"Y ou know," Starhawk said, "1 thought there was something
strange about that. Something-1 don't know. During the calling of
Cadron'sspirit ... " Her dark brows came together for amoment, asif
she searched for some lost thought, then she shook her head. "But not
only was the attack on Nanciormisthe only one reasonably early
enough to expect witnesses, but it was the only one which the victim
urvived.”

Sun Wolf dusted the crumbs from his hands. "1 don't think
Nanciormis was the one who was supposed to die as aresult of that
attack," hesaid quietly. "I think it was me."

"Could Kaethahave done that?' she asked. "Sent anillusion
which fdlt like the coming of ademon, with your face?'

"Shemight have," hesaid. "'l can't think of aneater way to get rid
of someonein aposition to expose her without drawing blameto
hersdlf by killing me and narrowing the field il further. If shed been
dedling with demon magic from these books, she would have known



what one fdt like and put it together. Particularly if shewas afraid to
send the red demons after me, for fear I'd take them and twist them to
my owvnwill."

He got painfully to hisfeet and limped to the door. Outside, the
narrow rock-cleft, sun-touched for only abrief hour a noon, was
snking again into cool green gloom. From here, he could smdll the
water and hear the sounds of the birds and beasts who came down to
drink, so unlike the untouched, sterile catch-tanks of Wenshar. "Inthe
Dark Book our little Scout read usthis afternoon it said there dways
came apoint at which the Witch redlized her power, redized it was she
who was causing the deeths of those she hated. | think Kaetha might
have reached that point with Egaldus desth. She certainly didn't shed a
hell of alot of tearsover it."

"Not where you'd see them, anyway," Starhawk put in softly.

"But Nexué, and Galdron, and maybe Egadus, were dl her
enemies-and when Egadus died she must have realized there were
people who'd guessit. And she had to shift the blame. Therewas
no-no smell of evil in Nanciormis room after the attack. That might just
have been an effect of the storm, but I'm not so sure.”

"And Incarsyn?'

He glanced back at her over his shoulder, his one eye darkening
with concern. "'l don't know," he said. "That worries me. Maybe by that
time the demons had begun to touch Tazey aswell. Maybe ... " He haf
turned back, drawing closed the clasps of hisworn old shegpskin
doublet, which had been part of Jeryn's contribution that afternoon.

The southern-window dit above the dtar was dimming now, as
darkness sttled on the desert. Through it, nothing of the Fortresswas
visble, nor the town-only the endless planes of air and sand, marching
away into aflat infinity, broken by the sngle whitish plume of dust
where one of Nanciormis scouts cantered back towards Tandieras
after an unsuccessful day of search.

"So what are you going to do?"
He sighed heavily. "Therésno way | can prove my innocence, or
Kdethas guilt. And if the demons have begun to touch Tazey'smind ...



" Heturned back. Star-hawk, her big hands clasped around bony
knees, sat watching himin the blue glow of thewitchfire. "I think if
Tazey could get away from this place, shed bedl right,” he said. "Buit |
can't see her father letting her go, not to get the teaching shelll need.
And untaught, God only knowsto what channdl her powerswill turn.”
He leaned his powerful shouldersin the stonelintd. "WEell haveto stop
them both at the source.”

Starhawk glanced again at the books. The witchlight, gleaming on
the sand-polished jewel s and the queer, twisted slver shapes that
clagped them shut, seemed to impart aglowing haf-lifeto them, asif
they had spent the centuries, like the demons, dreaming in silence of
dienlongings. "Do you think you can?'

He nodded, though he felt by no means sure. "There are spellsin
the Demonary that provide for the binding of demonsinto arock, or a
tree, or an dtar stone," he said. "The Book of the Cult listsdl their
names. If | can make a Circle of Darkness wide enough and draw them
intoit, it would keep them long enough for me to work such abinding,
to hold them to the stones of Wenshar for eternity."”

The woman who had been for years his second-in-command and
who never failed to pour the cold and lucid water of her logic onto his
drategies regarded him with those enigmatic gray eyesfor amoment,
thensad, "If it works."

Sun Wolf nodded and tried to ignore the chill curl of dread at the
thought of standing once more in that haunted temple. "If it works" he
agreed.

CHAPTER 16

Ordinarily it would have taken them until just after noon to reach
Wenshar from thetiny chape on the Binnig Rock, but they were
ddayed, searching for certain herbs and stealing abull caf from an
isolated foothillsranch. By the time they entered the ruined city, the
shadows were dready beginning to dant over, the sun blinding but
curioudly hestlessin the crumbled mazes of the lower town, aglaring
line halfway up the chromatic rocksin the canyons. It took them afew



hoursto water their horses, stable them in the rear chamber of the
temple Sun Wolf had used before, and to barricadethemin. Ashe
drew the Circles of Light around the door thistime, Sun Wolf was
interested to see how close his own haf-learned, half-guessed defenses
had been to the Circles as described in the Demonaries. Whatever
happened, they knew they could not afford to lose the horses.

He thought with brief regret of the smal cache of hisand
Starhawk’'s money, hidden behind aloose brick in the dusty little cell
where they had dept and talked and made love. When thiswas over
and the demons bound to the rocks of Wenshar for dl time, they would
have to flee; adozen pieces of silver would come in handy, perhaps
make al the difference, somewhere aong the road between capture
and escape.

But more than that, therewas a sharp acheinsde him ashe
redlized that it would be years, if ever, before they would see Tazey
and Jeryn again. That, too, was asensation totally unfamiliar to him, as
unfamiliar asthe pain and terror he had felt for Starhawk's safety-asiif,
loving her, some wall within him had been irreparably fissured, and he
had had thrust upon him the capacity to love others aswell. He had
cometo look upon those two children asif they had been hisown; his
deceased ancestors were the only ones who might have kept track of
the bastards he'd fathered over the years. Odd that the first children for
whom he should fed responsible should be some other man's.

But if nothing else, Tazey would be safe. If he could not engineer
her happiness, at least he could give her that.

"l don't likethis, Chief," Starhawk said softly, as she watched the
Wolf trace thefina signsof the Circle of Light around her on the
smooth-swept temple floor. The bleached smudge of daylight that lay
like arumpled carpet by the nearer door was fading. The gloom
seemed thicker beyond the wavering rings of adozen smdl fireswhose
smoke, in spite of the old air shafts hidden in the darkness of the ceiling,
stung and burned the eyes. 1t would soon be night.

Sun Wolf sat back on hisknees and used the ragged hem of his



torn shirt to daub loose charcoa and ochre from his scabbed fingers. "I
dont like your even being here," he retorted. He wiped sweet from his
face with the back of hishand, leaving long smudges of black and rust.
The vast silence of the dark temple around them picked up the echoes
of hisbrokenvoice. "But I'd likeit ahdl of alot less of you werewhere
| couldn't seeyou.”

"I didn't mean that."

Looking across the lines of the Circle at the thin, strong face, with
itsold scars and rock-crystal eyes and sun-whitened hair, warmed to
honey by the light of the smdl fire enclosed with her in the enchanted
ring, Sun Wolf knew too well what she did mean.

They had both been adozen times over therite of summoningin
the Demonary and the Book of the Cult of Wenshar. Near the lighter
doorway into the entry hall the bull caf lowed plaintively, asif it knew it
had reason to fear the dow gathering of darkness.

The centra canyon, asthey had walked up it, dragging the
unwilling calf between them, had been dead silent. The crunch of their
feet onthe gravd, the dip and scrape of the cdlf's hooves, and its
frightened bawling, had echoed in that horrible stillness, prickling the
hair on the Wolf's nape with the sensation of being watched. Now and
then, from thetall of hiseye, he had glimpsed movement. Severd times
he had turned his head, knowing there would be nothing when he did
0. And there was not. Familiar as he had come to be with the haunted
canyons and the not-quite-empty black eyes of the stone-cut houses,
gtill his heart thumped hard againgt hisribs, and the sweet crawled
clammily down his backbone at those soft, scritching movementsand
the touch of those unseen eyes.

What little light filtered into the temple from the entry hall was
fading.

He and the Hawk, working together and as swiftly asthe
unfamiliar rituaswould let them, had swept and ritualy cleansed the
temple. Sun Wolf had repeated the archaic spellslearned from the
Demonary as he had drawn the runesin the templesfour corners, first
dowly and clumdlly, checking the moldering black book to make sure



they wereright, then with more certainty in his harsh, scraped voice. It
would take him longer to form and consecrate the greater Circle, which
was his ultimate goa, without her help-longer, asthe weariness grew on
his giff and aching arms and tired mind; but he was not having her
unprotected once night came.

Hisback and arms smarting dl over again, hismind fighting the
strange deepiness of concentration held too drictly and too long, he
paced and marked out the biggest Circle of al, encompassing the stone
dtar and the pit beforeit in the floor. Meticuloudy, he drew the Sgns
on the stone floor with lumps of charcod, with sticks of red ochre, and
with thin lines of powdery white sand like the finest sugar-Circle within
Circle, Darkness within Light, points oriented like a compass rose to
the corners of the universe, long curves sweeping to enclose power
within. Instead of marking the rune circle on the outside of the defensive
points, he marked the runes on theinside, to imprison rather than repel.
And ddiberatdly, heleft two of the runes unwritten.

Heflinched, and looked up. Hed left his doublet and head veils
crumpled in the corner near Starhawk's small Circle, and the chill air
crept through the holesin his bloodstained shirt to touch the damp hair
on hisback. It was now utterly dark. Repeating the words of the
rune-spells over and over to himself, he had let hismind dip into the
trance of concentration. He had no idea how much time had passed.

Outside, the canyon lay submerged in chilled obsidian darkness.
Of the haf-dozen little fires|it around the templefloor, dl had died but
the one small blaze in the Circle with Starhawk. By the dim throb of
that orange light he saw the glint of her eyes, the pale blur of her
shirt-deeved arms till wrapped around her drawn-up knees. Inthe
utter silence, he could hear her breathing, steady and calm. Then the
caf blested again, desperate fear in the sound.

Sun Wolf got to hisfeet, like aman startled by some other sound
than that. His stiff back muscles stabbed like a hidden stiletto. Hewas
aware of hisown hunger and thirst, the stink of his unwashed body, and
the dark heavy odor of spent wood smoke, the smell of the rock, of
dugt, of ... incense? Through the darkness, for amoment, it was asif he
smelled myrrh burned two centuries ago, like scents caught in women's



hair. Through his skin he was aware of asandstorm, building
somewhere out in the darkness of the desert. Though cold, the air felt
suddenly stifling, hushed with expectation. In theterrible Sllence, he
nearly jJumped out of his skin at the whisper of one breath of wind,
trailing over the stone like the hem of awoman'ssilk gown.

Brimming with shadow, the pit lay before him. Heturned fromiit,
and his own shadow brushed over the mottled sides of the broken
dtar. Why had he thought, for just that moment as he glimpsed it from
thetall of hiseye, that it sood whole again? Outside the frail glimmer of
Starhawk'slittle fire, the darkness seemed thicker, clotted in the
corners of the vast room like the vapors of old decay which would
never be cleared away.

The demonslay in the stone, like sharks bel ow the surface of the
sea, and watched.

The caf bellowed again, desperate with fear.
He hated what he knew must come next.

Starhawk had not understood it and had only been repelled when
Jeryn had read in hiscoal little ato voice how the Witches of Wenshar
had summoned their demons. Very few of them had used animasin the
pit, once they'd realized more demons would comeif the victim werea
human child. Even back then, it seemed, orphans were cheap in the
poor quarters of the city. Some of the Witches, the Book of the Cult
had said, could summon the demons without sacrifice; but when
Starhawk had suggested trying to do so, the Wolf had categoricaly
refused. The book had not said it, but he had sensed what he would
have to be projecting with his mind-filth and hatred and the unholiest of
urges-to bring them. He'd rather kill acaf, even in the gruesome way
prescribed.

It took more nerve than held thought it would to walk to the edge
of the pit. He wasn't certain what he feared he would see there, with his
wizard's Sght, in the swimming blackness below. But it contained only a
little sand drifted in the corners, and the skeleton of what looked like a
dove, white asabit of lace dropped upon the loose gravel of itsfloor.

He wondered why the sudden thought of how deep that gravel



might lie over the bedrock repelled him like a nausesting smell.

Turning back, he kindled the little hegp of aromatic woods he had
|eft on the bare stump of the broken atar and from it lit two fire-bowls
which he set in place of the two missing runeson theinner Circle.
Stepping carefully between them, hewaked out of the Circle and over
to where Starhawk sat besde her littlefire.

Without stepping over the protecting barrier, he said softly, "Y ou
al right?’

She nodded. She had been silent for hours, watching him, gray
eyesinscrutable. He had been totally absorbed in histask and
wondered now what she had seen in the darkness asit had closed
around him. All hisnerves prickled, hismind screaming to him to
bewarein thisvast darkness where the dry rustle of gowns and hair
seemed to have only just that moment stopped in the black beyond the
fireslight.

"Whatever you see" he said quietly, "whatever you think is
happening, don't step out of the Circle. Onceit's broken, it will be no
protection to you."

She nodded. "l know."

"They shouldn't be ableto get in at you." Of that, at least,
mercifully, he was now sure. "Once| draw the last two runes and
complete the great Circle, they shouldn't be able to get out. With them
trapped, | should be able to work the binding-spells to hold them to the
rocks of Wenshar forever."

She cocked her head alittle. The smudgy firdight deepened the
shadows of her hollowed eyes and the lines that fanned backward from
them on the unswollen side of her face and scored deep marks from
her nogtrilsto the soft corners of that cam mouth. "How long's that
going to teke you?'

He muttered a curse a her for seeing what she saw: the marks of
fatigue on hisface; the dark ring of weariness around his single eye and
the bruised look of thelid; the taut mouth benegath its straggly mustache;
and the strange palor under the stubble of his golden beard. He was
closeto the edge and he knew it, nearing the point where the



cumulative stresses of flight and concentration would begin to cause
mistakes. Even the smallest bresk in his mentd barriers could befatd in
dedling with the demons of Wenshar. "Until just after dawn, rot your
eyes, and what the hell businessisit of yours?"

"And the sasndstorm? Will that break before you're done?"

The Wolf hesitated. The sandstorms, as he and Nanciormis both
had learned, would scatter the demons on their winds-but as they both
had known aso, where the demons were able to walk during the killer
winds, they walked more strongly. They fed upon violence, even the
violence of theair.

Asif sheread hisanswer in hissllence, she said, "Can you send it
away? Or delay it?"

He shook hishead. He could fed the whisper dong hisbones, a
crawling tingle asif his nerveswere being drawn from hisflesh onefiber
at atime; it was coming and it was strong. His hoarse voice quiet, he
sad, "l haven't the strength to spare, Hawk. Not from what | haveto
do. By dawn ... " He shrugged and spread his hands. "We may have
time. An hour would be al we need.”

Dark wind licked thetiny fire; Sun Wolf swung around as the bull
caf bellowed again, in despair aswell asterror. The poor creature was
jerking wildly at itsrope, its bound feet bouncing and threshing, itseyes
gleaming in the faint reflections of thefire. Sun Wolf was aware again of
how dark it was in the temple, how the shadows seemed to creep
forward, curious, questing fingers seeking to probe hisbody and his
soul. He shifted his aching shoulders again, his heart beginning to pound
at the thought of what lay ahead.

Softly, the Hawk said, "Good luck, Chief. May the spirits of your
ancestorslend you ahand.”

"The spirits of my ancestorswould disown me for messing with
demons," hereplied, the levity he had intended hushed from the
raven-croak of hisvoice. "They at least had brains.” He wanted to
reach across, to touch her, like aman drawing luck from some talisman
of dark-stained ivory and gold, but even that would have broken the
Circle and negated the forces of protection held so tenuoudly in the



tingling air. Thelittle fire before her feet was sinking, and he could not
even gpare the power to summon witchlight to brighten that ghastly
darknessfor her. He wondered, as he turned from her and walked
toward the terrified caf beside the door, how much of what was going
to happen she would even see.

It was going to be a hideoudy long night.

The caf fought Sun Wolf's grip on its stubby horns as best it
could, bracing its bound feet, writhing as he haf dragged, half carried it
toward the Circle. The ghost-whispers of wind murmuring in the
ventilation shafts echoed like an eerie chanting. Had they chanted, Sun
Wolf wondered, astwo or three of their number had dragged some
poor terrified child to the altar? Chanted to summon the demons, to
hold their own powers of protection against them?

He remembered again the painted eyes of those worn frescoes
and the dark cynicism of their ironic regard. A dashing hoof cut his
shin; dobber from the calf's muzzle dimed his hands and sunginthe
half-scabbed demon hites; its rough coat abraded the skin of hisside as
it flung itsweight againgt him. In hismercenary days, hedd tortured men
and taken pleasure in torturing them, if they'd hurt or betrayed him or
some member of histroop. Why did daughtering thisbull calf, who'd
have ended up dead at cattle-killing time before the onset of winter
anyway, make hissoul cringe asit did? Why did those huge brown
eyes, white-rimmed with terror, seem so human, staring up into his? He
dragged the animal between the two fire pots and the caf bellowed
aganinfear of theflames...

And from the corner of his eye he saw movement.

A glow that illuminated nothing flickered in the darkness behind
him.

They were coming.

He was battered and aching in every muscle of histired body by
the time he got the calf wrestled up onto the uneven dtar stone. The
beadt flopped like alanded fish, its pitiful, frantic bellowing for its

mother turning the vast stone darknessinto a ringing sound-chamber
whose echoes went through Sun Wolf's skull. He roped its hind feet



together, and then to its aready-bound forelegs; sweat ran down his
ribs and back, sticking the torn rags of his shirt to his body and burning
inthe drasons of hiswrigswithin their filthy bindings. He worked
from the front side of the dtar rather than the back, hating the open,
slent mouth of the pit at his back, but preferring that, for the moment,
to the dternative. Where he stood now, panting, smelling thewarm
anima smdll of the cdlf, the dirt, and the aromatic woods of the small
fire besde the dtar steps, he could look between the two fire potsinto
a Stygian corridor that seemed to run back far past the rear wall of the
templein its conceding shadows, a corridor extending into the
blackness of the earth, into relms he had never known and never
wanted to know-into time,

He could see them now, far back aong that corridor, bobbing like
marsh-lights over swampslong dry. He could hear the whisper of thelr
chittering laughter. The fire beside the dtar seemed to wink in the
glinting reflection of their eyes.

Theknife hilt pressed like an arm boneinto his hand.

With ddliberate brutality, he dashed the tendons of two of the
caf'slegs, onefore and one hind. The poor beast cried out with pain as
well asterror, the smell of the blood on the knife mingling with the
smoke, filling the darkness of the room. Something cold brushed Sun
Wolf's shoulder. Whirling, warrior's muscles honed by terrors of his
own, he dmost cried out himsdf at what he saw, inchesfrom hisown
face-the skeletal countenance of ademon, its head the size of acdf's,
brown eyes bulging from sockets of terror, complete even to the fringe
of white eyelashes-the caf's eyes. Under them, the ungpeakable mouth
amiled.

Turning back swiftly, Sun Wolf dashed open the caf's bdly, blood
pouring hot and dippery over hishand. He felt the prickle of cold claws
in hisback, the thin, bodiless muzzling of teeth againgt the skin of his
neck; he forced himsdlf not to look, not to think, not to panic. Inthe
gplit second before the hot fumes of the blood and the smell of the
sagging entrails choked him, he remembered being buried diveina
collapsing sapper tunnd at the Sege of Laedden, remembered the
torture pits of Elthien the Crue, and remembered the floating flame



speck whirling in the darkness of the dungeons of the Wizard King
Altiokis, thepain of it lancing into hisleft eye....

He hadn't panicked then, and he had lived.

The blood smdll pierced hisbrain. His head throbbed with the
frantic lowing of the tortured calf. Hismind felt locked, clampedina
crystal grip that he dared not open. The Women of Wenshar had all
donethis, hethought dizzly.

But they had enjoyed it.

Asif he were someone else, he watched ademon like the glass
skeleton of a serpent twine down his outstretched arm, to lick the
blood from his hand with a human tongue. The edges of the dtar were
thick with demons, seeping from the stone, floating down through the
air, and whispering and giggling in straw-frail descant to the agony cries
of the caf. One of them smiled at him with amouith like Tazey's, except
for the fangs. Another had breasts like Starhawk's, even to the scar.
Their cold pressed dl around him, teeth like chips of broken glass
chewing at the bandages on hiswrists. Worse than the cold was the
knowledge, from he knew not where, that it would only take adight
giving of hismind to fed that cold aswarmth.

He dragged the calf from the dtar, demons swarming and crawling
over it, bouncing weightlessy free and floating in the air, limbs dangling,
like monster wasps over arotting peach. He cut free the calf'sfeet and
shoved it over the edgeinto the pit, averting his eyesfrom what he
half-saw swarming below. The caf bellowed in agony and terror,
saggering from sdeto sidein the pit, crippled, bleeding, dying, unable
to escape the things that had now begun to tear at it. Through the
glittering, crawling swarm of demons, Sun Wolf could see the dusty
hide matted with blood, as Tazey's mare had been. In the darkness of
the pit, demons flashed like starlight on glass, colors degpening their
skeletal shapes, blood spattering them, and their eyesthe dark eyes of
women.

The Witches of Wenshar had summoned demons so-and not with
anmas

From the sticky trail that led from dtar to pit, he daubed up



enough blood to mark the last two runes, as he knelt between the rune
circle and the outer boundary of the Circle of Light. Hethen traced in
the last markings, the calf's blood mingling with his own wherethe
demons had ripped the bandages from hiswrists.

The Circdlewasfinished. It would hold the demons-for atime.

And for atime, he could only crouch on his knees outside the
Circle, his blood-dimed hands pressed together over his mouth,
shaking so badly hewas unable to stand, likeasmall child exhausted
by fleeing to safety from that which whispersin the dark. Hefdlt cold,
empty, sick, and weary unto death. Y et he knew he had anight'swork
ahead of him, to bind the demons permanently to the stones.... And he
must start at once, before the sandstorm, whose approach bit and
whispered a his nerves, gave them its dectric strength.

Heraised his head, and saw that Starhawk's Circle of Protection
was empty.

Shock jolted him like afigt driven into the pit of his ssomach. He
gtared for amoment at the tiny glow of its smoky fire and the dark
flower of points, curves, and runes on the stonefloor, al with theinner
glow of magic gone.

"Chigf!”

He swung around. She stood beside the darkness of the temple
door, face and throat and her one bare shoulder and arm white against
those horrible shadows. With her was Tazey.

Somehow, he managed to get to hisfeet. The two women started
to come toward him, and he waved them violently back. Inthe
peripherd vison of hissingle eye, he could see the cloudy swarm of
corpse-light weaving and billowing above the pit, like hornets over a
burning nest. The women had no business coming anywhere near.

He stumbled to them across the patterned sandstone of the floor.
Reflected in their eyes, he saw how he must ook-bloody, scratched,
with thefilth on hisface and the dark line of the eye patch standing
blackly against the pallor beneath. Starhawk put out her hand to his
neck, and he flinched-for the first time he was aware that the demons
had bitten him, shalow scratches, like love bites. He remembered what



he had read of the Witches of Wenshar, and the smileturned himiill.
"They came, then."

The Hawk had, of course, seen nothing. Even now he could see
her looking toward the dtar and the pit; in her eyes he could see no
awareness of the evil lights floating above the glow of the pit. He fought
ahygericd urgeto laugh. "They came.”

But by the horror on Tazey's face as she stared toward the pit, he
knew she saw something and he wondered obliquely if their forms
looked the sameto her.

Shetore her gaze from it and looked back at hisface. "Y ou have
toflee" shesad quietly. "Nanciormis and his men are coming.
Kaethaswith them. They saw Jeryn coming back and followed his
trail. | got thefastest horse | could. If you can get even alittleways
away from here before the storm comes, it will cover your tracks.”

"Andyou?' Starhawk's arm tightened around the girl'sdim,
graight shoulders.

“I'-1l wait it out here.

"Thehel you will," the Wolf rumbled. "That Circleisnt going to
hold the demonsforever ... "

"Y ou could draw one around me," she offered, clearly frightened
but not about to obligate him to help her by admitting it. "I wouldn't be
in any danger then."

Sun Wolf put hishands on her shoulders, the blood on hisfingers
leaving sticky red blots on her faded pink shirt. "Y ou'll bein danger as
long asyou live, if those demons aren't bound to the rocks that
gpawned them here and now," he said quietly. "So will everyonein
Tandieras-everyone in Pardle. Whoever has been calling them ... " He
hesitated and |ooked away from that absinthe gaze. "It isn't only danger
from them. If the Hawk and | ride on, and there€'s another killing, you
may very wdl take the blame. I'm sorry, Tazey. | know what they did
with the Witches... "

Sheflinched-evidently Nanciormis had told her that, too. But she
only sad, "It'swhat they're going to do to you."



"How long do we have?

She shook her head. "I don't know. | rode asfast as| could. |
could seetheir dust behind me and their torches after it got dark, but |
lost sight of them when | cameinto the ruins. An hour, two hours,
maybe. They'll be hurrying," she added, "because of the storm.”

It was close. He could fed it turning, far out in the desert-dust
columnslike mountains, black-bellied anger holding night and blotting
dawn. His struggle to keep his mind locked against the probing lusts of
the demons had Ieft him shaky with fatigue; he had little enough power
|eft to complete the binding-spdlls. Within the enchanted Circle, he
could hear the demons cluttering furioudy over the fading wails of the
dying calf.

"l can'tturnit,” he said softly. "In any casewemay needit ... " He
hesitated. They would need it for escape, from Nanciormisand his
men, perhaps from the demons, if it came before the binding-spells
weredone....

There were too many variables, pressng upon hisaching mind like
the collagpsing weight of atunnd roof. He could sense the anger of the
demons now, asthey began to scratch and whisper at the rune-circle
that held themin. Thelight of Starhawk's littlefire, far back in the vast
cavern behind them, was going, and he knew he had no strength to
spare, either to make witchlight or kindle the ashes again. Hishoarse
voicelow to hold it steady, he said, "Take care of thefire, Hawk. I'll
dowhat | cantofinish and get usout of here, but it can't be rushed.” If
the demons got out, the Hawk and Tazey would be in danger, too.

She said softly, "I know." Tightening her arm around Tazey's
shoulders, sheled her back toward the dying glow of the flames. Sun
Wolf stood for amoment, willing strength back into his numbed
muscles and shaken mind, as he had willed it on adozen occasonsin
the camps of war throughout the years, ralying hismento fight or his
own bruised body to haul himself out of some peril or other ... They dl
seemed so trivia now, compared to what he must face.

He could smell dawn coming, hours away. If therewaseven alittle
daylight between the retreating hem of night and the coming of the



storm, it would help, but he sensed now there wouldn't be. Whatever
happened, it was going to be close.

The awareness of the storm grew on him as he dragged out the
small pack of implements he had assembled and the battered black
Demonary with its crumbling leather cover. The sorm'seectricity
chewed at his bones as he drew further signs on the floor and repeated
the words, marking the runes and the great curves of the power-lines,
digging strength and the last glitters of magic from the marrow of his
bones to summon and fix the power of theritud intheair.

Ashe had in the snake pit, he cursed hisown doth in pursuit of
Starhawk's meditations, cursed his arrogance in refusing to believe
entiredly what Kdetha had grudgingly tried to teach him, and felt the
power dip with his concentration, even as he cursed. He brought his
whole mind back, to center on hiswork-runes drawn, softly shiningin
the air, and the sweet resinous smells of the aromatic herbs, the search
for which had further delayed their arrival in Wenshar earlier that day.
Herdaxed into theritud, willing himsdlf to seetheredity of the
light-runes that flickered into shape between his hands-the clumsy,
heavy-knuckled hands of awarrior, nicked with scars and gummed,
like abutcher's, with blood. He forced each gesture to be calm and
unhurried and precise, snking his mind and thoughtsinto the soft chant
of thewords, unfamiliar at first, then stronger as his tongue caught their
dien rhythm. Heforced his mind not to be caught in wondering
contemplation of the glowing ritud itself. That was perhaps the hardest
of al.

He repeated the names of the demons, asthey had been known
and written over the years by the women of the cult, summoning each,
binding each, holding it to the honey-yellow sandstone benegth hisfeet
with theritual mix of herbed wine and blood, commanding it never to
depart from this place, never to walk upon the air, never to seek
surcease of its cravingsin the dark warmth of men. Hefdlt their anger
and their rage shimmering from the pit as he walked the outer perimeter
of the Circle and repeated their individua names. And he felt hisown
exhaustion twist his snews as he dredged and scraped power from his
heart, like agtarving man scraping the scum of rice-bailings from the



rim of an empty pot.

He couldn't et himsalf sumble. He couldn't let his cracking
concentration bresk. The demons were swarming againgt the glowing
barriers of the Circle of Darkness now, their arms edged with color and
their cold, chi-tinous bodies burning with smoky phosphorescence,
whispering in thin voicesthat gole like wind through the chinksin his
soul. It had grown hot in the temple, the air close and thick with the
coming storm. Gluey wind kissed his cheek as he passed between the
Circle and the doors, the hot eectricity of dust ... then, sharply, the
amdl of horses.

Starhawk had gone to the door. It was a small entrance, narrow
and tucked away; she'd be ableto holdit ...

He dragged his concentration back. He could not even permit
himself to peculate on how long the ritua would last, could not |et that
break the sllence he held like periloudy friable armor around his heart.
The demons, the storm; Tazey sitting near the broken protective Circle,
feeding twigsto thelittle fire, her absinthe gaze dark with horror as she
saw the ragged hest-swirl of the demons and sensed the tearing cold of
the demons minds seeking away into his. The far-off cal of voices
touched his consciousness, the rattle of wegpons, the scuffle near the
door, and the smell of new blood. He heard the chittering of demons
and the weak groaning-by his ancestors, he'd never have thought the
caf would have lived that long in the pit. Arms aching, he traced the
sggnsintheair again, his numbed mind repesting the formulae, thanking
al the spirits of his ancestors that the magic took most of its strength
from the building power of therite, not from his own emptied reserves.

There was another cry from the door and the hiss and clash of
swords. He pulled hismind back again as hiswarrior's reflexes
twitched. There were too many of them for her, even in that narrow
way. The demons swirled up like rags of fire above the pit-aglowing
holocaust bresking againgt the ceiling-screamed at him in voices he
knew he aone could hear, and reached skinny armsfor him. He raised
his hands again, hisback muscles atwisting spine of flame.

Then in the darkness deep at the back of the temple, where the
second door was, he saw the glint of a crossbow bolt-not aimed at



him. Without turning his head he knew where Starhawk stood, sword
in hand, silhouetted now against the black rectangle of the narrow
entrance, adead man and awounded one at her feet.

Heyeled, "DROP!" the second before the iron bow whapped,
hideoudy loud in the echoing temple. Spinning, he was aware of dl that
fragile creation of magic and light that hung inthe air around him
shattering like kicked glass. Rocketing iron clashed on stone; footsteps
thundered, racing across the temple floor toward him from the inner
door. He swung to meet the two men who fell upon him, bearing him
backward. The sacrificid knifewasin his hand as he made adespairing
dive inside the reach of one attacker's drawn sword. At the last second
he twisted, springing aside from the second man's sword ...

And hefdt it, when the next thrust drove him backward over the
Circle of Darkness.

He screamed, "NO!" as he hit the stone floor, and for an instant
the demons swirled like hornets around him, arending glitter of claws.
Then the two men in the green leathers of the Tandieras guards were on
him. Hetried to get up. The knifefdl from hisbleeding hand ashis
back struck the stone of the altar; the weight of human arms and bodies
twisted him face down on the stone. Edged meta pressed up under his
jaw.

For amoment there was nothing but the smell of blood on the
stone where his face pressed it and the thin, sharp push of his pounding
veins againgt the pressure of the razor edge. Then from somewhere
Nanciormis voice said, "Isthere anything in the pit?’

The soft vibration of boots through the stone under his cheek. No
sound.

Then, "Dead cdlf, Sr. Fair toreto piecesit is. He was sacrificing,
right enough.”

"Anything ds?'

“No, gr."

Morefootfals. Closer now, Nanciormissaid, "So. It isaswe said.
Heisthewitch."

Sun Wolf raised his head from the stone, the blade againgt his



throat giving back dightly as he did so. The commander stood at the
pit'sedge, looking down into it; hisfull lipsthinned in an expresson of
disgust and horror, but every line of that thick, muscular back reflected
satisfaction like asmirk.

And well he might feel so, the Wolf thought bitterly. His
accusations were borne out beyond the shadow of any man's doulbt.
Beyond in the darkness he glimpsed the shapes of Starhawk, standing
between the black-robed Ka etha and half a dozen guards, and of
Tazey, shivering tearfully in the uncertain ams of the faithful
Anshebbeth.

Indl the silent blackness of the temple, there was no other
movement. On the floor, his own footmarks and those of Nanciormis
and the guards scuffed through the lines of the Circle. The smdll of
blood and smoke hung on the air like the stink of a battlefield, but the
demons were gone.

CHAPTER 17

"Turn the sorm?' Kaletha's short laugh reeked bitterness, like
swest in abeggar'srags. "You'd put it to better useif you tied that
barbarian thief hand and foot and pushed him out iniit. It would save
[llyrastorturer the trouble of flensing the meat from hisbones.” Her
white hand, like a spider in the darkness againgt its black homespun
deeve, stroked therotting cover of the Demonary that she held likea
child to her full breasts. "Both of them,” she added spitefully, glancing
across at Starhawk, who sat, hands bound, in watching silence.
Starhawk met her eyes camly, without apology. It was Kadethawho
looked away. From where helay Sun Wolf could see her fingers
tremble with anger.

He sighed and let his head drop back to the patterned amber
stone of the floor. He was glad only to be out of that haunted temple,
though thiswide ova chamber deep in the center of the palace maze
wasn't much of an improvement asfar as he was concerned. Most of
the doorsin the old palace had been battered from their hinges by the
invading troopers of Dawirin acentury and ahalf ago; to escapethe



fury of the storm, whose voice had begun to rise in the canyons outside,
it had been necessary to come deep in. The absence of drifted sand
and debris had told them that thisinner chamber was a safe refuge.

From the storm, Sun Wolf amended, watching how the torches
flickered nervoudy in the crossing drifts of wind from the ventilation
ghafts. From the storm.

Anshebbeth wet her lips and glanced across at the Walf. "Are you
... " Her voice sank, an exaggerated whisper above the conspiratorial
murmur of thewind in the shafts. "Areyou sure he's safel™

Annoyed, Sun Walf rolled to adightly more comfortable position
on hisback, his shoulders and hisarms, bound behind him, piercing him
with sharp pain. Hed long ago learned that, when oneistied up, there
is no such thing as a comfortable postion. "Hell, no, I'm not safe,” he
growled. "And none of usis, in thisdemon-haunted hell hole."

"Besdlent,” Kaetha snapped. Everyone was on edge. The heat
and dectricity of the storm plucked and teased at the nerves and set up
athrobbing in the brain. Impatient and contemptuous, she went on,
"There are no demons. The only thing to fear isyour killer'smind and
your stolen magic, and those, yes, are safely bound.”

Anshebbeth, stting huddled beside the silent Tazey, looked little
comforted, but Sun Wolf could have told her that even without the
spdlslaid on hiswrigt chains, she had nothing to fear from him. Hefelt
emptied, asif after long sickness or starvation, like grass burned to its
roots. In away, that troubled him more than the binding of his powers.
The demons had been summoned, their appetites whetted, not satisfied.
They were gill abroad in the storm-hot, hazy darkness of the painted
hdls

"Y ou've bound my magic, Kaetha, but not my mind. The demons
inthisplacearered."

"If you are not slent,” she said, low and perfectly steedy, "I'll have
one of the guards come over here and cut out your tongue. Do you
understand?"

One of thelittle cluster of frightened guards glanced up from their
huddle around asmall fire directly beneath avent shaft, then looked



quickly away, pretending he had not heard. They might be under
Nanciormis ordersto obey Kaetha, Sun Wolf thought, but they
weren't at al happy about it.

A gust of wind kicked at the blaze, sending sparks whirling up.
Sun Wolf shivered, seeing again how the demons had whirled above
the pulsaing glow of the pit. The guards drew nervoudy together-young
men and women recruited from the Cordilleramining towns, trained to
fight, perhaps, but only to fight what they could see. In the unsteady
light, their shadows writhed over the honey-colored sandstone pilasters
circling the wdlsand lent to the painted figures on the plaster asubtle
andfurtivelife

Though the storm winds did not blow here, the air was curtained
with fine dust, which lent aghestly, muted qudity to thefirdight and
made Sun Wolf's head ache. In that hideous haze, nothing seemed quite
asit should be. All around the room they watched, mocking, from the
faded walls-mother and daughter, grandmother and daughter-in-law,
crones and girlswith dark eyes and too-knowing smiles. Hefelt them,
like ghodts, ligtening, staring down at the last Princess of the House who
sat head bowed, beside her governess, not daring to raise her eyes.
Kaetha, too, seemed to fed the pressure of those ironic gazes, but she
remained straight-backed as a queen, asif daring them to show
themsdves.

And he was troubled with the thought that they might.

Somewhere the wind sobbed in the corridors; Anshebbeth dewed
around to face the empty door from which the sound seemed to come,
then edged closer to her teacher. With thin, shaking hands she plucked
at thered-haired woman's deeve.

"Please," shewhimpered. "Can you-Can you do anything? Thisis
aterrible place, Kaetha. | know it, | can fed it. We shouldn't be here.
The Captainisright, it is haunted.”

Kalethajerked her arm away and rubbed her temples, asif doing
S0 could crush out the splitting pain of the ssorm-ache within. "Y ou're
the one who's haunted,”" she snapped irritably. Her eyes darted to the
door and back again. "Haunted by your own fears, which he plays



upon like acommon charlatan.”
"No..."

"There are no demons." Her mouth was suddenly rigid with
rage. "Even you believe hislies now, as everyone does."

Anshebbeth sammered, "No-"

"Thenwhy areyou afraid?' Kalethacut at her. "He used my
magic, soleit, twisted it to work evil out of hisown greed and vice. His
greed has given wizardry an evil namethat shall never be eradicated,
leaving me-me-and al who come after to suffer for it. That'sdl thereis.
The power comes from the mage, from the mind, not from some-some
desert legend or djinn of shirdar supertition.”

"But what if he'sright?' Anshebbeth's eyes, black and liquid,
shirdar eyes, flickered from one empty socket doorway to the next.
She was shivering as shetried to draw nearer for comfort, and angrily
Kaethamoved away. "There were demonsin the temple where we
found him: | sensed it, flt it. And | felt them ... the night Egadus-"

"Will you stop whining!" Kaetha swung around, blue eyesblazing
inthefirdight. "Don't you spesk to me of Egadus! What would you
know about demons or anything ese?"

Spots of red flared on Anshebbeth's white cheeks. " Just because
Egaldus was amore gpt pupil than | doesn't mean | know nothing-" she
began drilly.

"Apt!" Kaetha's laugh was like adog's bark, harsh and false.

"Y ou don't know what you're talking about!"

"Don't 17" Anshebbeth'sthin nogtrils flared, her black eyes
widening with along-pent boil of fermented rage as the storm triggered
her temper asit had triggered Kaethas. "And whose fault isthat?
Because you'd rather have taught him thanme.... "

"He had more promise-he had the power-"

"He had you!" Anshebbeth amost screamed. "Again and again, for
al your talk of purity! | heard you tdll the Captain that, through your
window-I heard it! Y ou taught him because he was aman, because
he'd lie with you and pretend he loved you!" Tears flooded the dark



eyes. "l loveyou! | could have given you everything hedid ... "

"When? While you were playing the dut in Nanciormis bed?'

The tears spilled over, cregping down the blotched, swollen
cheeks. Starhawk, sitting unnoticed by thewall, watched the scene with
head tipped alittle to one Sde, gray eyes suddenly sharp with interest.
Hysterically, Anshebbeth cried, "At least he caresfor mefor what |
am-which you never have-never ... "

"Oh, for God's sake, don't snivel!" Kaetha turned away and
pressed her handsto her head again. Anshebbeth fell back, her hand
rubbing nervoudy at her throat, her face working with stress and grief.

Tazey reached out to touch her comfortingly. "Don't. She doesn't
redlly mean it. Everyonelosestheir temper during astorm.” But at that
moment footfals rang in the darkened hall. With asob, Anshebbeth
flung hersdlf to her feet and, as Nanciormis came through the deed
socket of the door beside her, fell desperately into hisarms.

For one second Sun Waolf thought the commander would thrust
her off him. Histhick face, doughy-looking with strain, twisted in
revulson as Anshebbeth's skinny arms clutched at his shoulders. The
two guards behind him went on into the ova room with carefully
averted eyes, not wanting to look at their commander and his
hysterical, middle-aged mistress; that, too, showed on Nanciormis
face. He patted her heaving back perfunctorily while she ground her flat
breasts and running nose into the soft green lesther of his doublet, but
the Wolf could seein hisface only the desire to get this over with and
get her off him as quickly as he gracefully could. Sun Wolf supposed he
should have thought better of the commander for taking even that
trouble, but suspected Nanciormiswould have shown less forbearance
without the presence of an audience.

He turned to trade a glance with Starhawk and saw her gaze, not
on Nanciormis, but on Tazey. The girl waswatching her uncle and her
governess, nauseated cynicismin her eyes.

"That'sright, go to him!" Kaethajeered vicioudy. She had not
forgiven the public revelation about Egaldus. ™Y oull never see, will
you?If | was never ableto touch magic within your mind, it was



because your mind wasn't willing-because you had other fishto fry. It
was you who lied, not I'"

Anshebbeth was sobbing miserably. "No! No!" Nanciormis, with
the exasperation of an insensitive man who finds himself facing ascene,
shoved her aside and strode over to the Witch.

Very softly, under the cover of the commander's angry blugter,
Starhawk sad, "Tazey?'

The girl turned her head. Through the blurred gpricot haze of dust,
tears glinted in the shadows.

"What did Nanciormis say to you?' asked the Hawk. "What made
you hate him so much that you thought it was you who had summoned
the demons? Was it about your magic?'

Eveninthat strange gloom, Tazey's face went first scalded pink,
then white with shame. In agtifled voice she said, "No. He ... Hetried
to kissme." She moved over closer to them, her face looking old and
drawn with fear and shame at the memory. After amoment she
corrected, "Hedid kissme. | used to think it was sort of swest, that he
would bein love with 'Shebbeth. Now | seeit-he only wanted to-to get
near me. I-He-" She looked pleadingly at Starhawk and the Wolf,
revulson clear on her face. "Hesmy uncle!"

"He'syour uncle," Starhawk said softly. Y our mother's brother.
Except for Jeryn, the last Prince of the Ancient House of Wenshar."

Something in the way she spoke, the half-detached,
half-specul ative tone of her soft, even voice, made Sun Wolf look up at
her suddenly. Her eyeslooked asthey had in ahundred pre-dawn
conferences on battle lines and sSege camps, adding up athousand tiny
details and coming up with ...

"Teswind!"

Tazey looked up at Nanciormis voice. Her uncle strode over to
her, hiswhite cloak billowing, hiseyes ail-dark and hard.

"Come away from them.”

She did not move. The big shirdar lord hesitated for amoment,
indrawn bresth waiting on hislips, then changed hismind. He cameto



where she sat, againgt the wall a Starhawk’s side, and squatted before
her. Shetried to pull her elbow away from his gloved hand, and the silk
and leather grip tightened.

"Don't beafool,” Nanciormis said softly. But now, listening for it,
Sun Wolf heard the caress behind the hardness of the words. He saw
by the angry stiffening of the girl's mouth that she heard it, too, and
resented it like atoo-familiar touch. "They've played the friend to you,
yes. Up to this point men can sill be gotten to admire your loydty, even
if itismisguided. Don't you see?' He leaned closer to her, put his hands
on her strong, dender shoulders, where the Wolf's grip had left sticky
fingermarks of blood. His voice softened further, urging, coaxing.
Tazey'sface waslike stone.

"The proof issure. If it wasn't with the apparition that attacked me,
what more can men need? He's been seen to sacrifice asthe Witches
of old used to do. Y ou have to disassociate yoursdlf from them. | can
protect you ... "

Tazey pulled her body from hisgrasp. "Get awvay fromme," she
said softly. Sun Wolf could see her tremble. "Just get away."

Nanciormis glanced sharply from Sun Wolf to Star-hawk and
back to Tazey, and the glint in his dark eyeswas an ugly one. But he
turned, to summon Anshebbeth-and saw that the doorway where she
had stood was empty. His brows plunged down over the hawk nose;
he muttered angrily to himsdf, "Damned bitch ... "

Starhawk said quietly, "It's adangerous game you're playing,
Nanciormis. It'syou shéll be hating next."

The commander dewed around, asif at the sudden whine of a
drawn sword. After asecond's shocked immobility he lunged to his
fet, dragging Starhawk up by a handful of ragged shirt, hishand raised
to knock her back againgt the plaster of thewall. And in that second,
aswhen he had turned his head from the bleeding calf to see the demon
grinning over his shoulder, Sun Wolf understood.

Hethrust himself back againgt the wal and so to hisfeet, oblivious
to the stabbing painin hislegs. "l wouldn't,” he said, his hoarse voice
like the faint scrape of meta on rock. Nanciormis stopped. For a



moment he stood, even as his guards, haf-risen around thefire at the
commotion, waited immobile, fearing to tamper with awizard even to
adtheir lord. Thefirdight glistened aong the sweat on Nanciormis
face.

Very softly, Starhawk said, "Magic isn't the key, isit?1 think that's
what | understood, what | redlized and forgot during Kaletha's
summoning of the dead-that it didn't have to be magic. And that's what
scared me-that if it didn't have to be magic, it could be anyone. No
wonder they cdl the time of storms the season of witches. Becausethe
key isnt magic. It's hate.”

"l don't know what you're talking about.” He didn't raise hisvoice
loud enough for the guards, or for Kaetha, to hear.

"Don't you?' Her cool gray gaze shifted to Sun Walf, asif they sat
inatavern with al the evening ahead of them to converse. "Y ou cdled
Kaethaafool when you first met her, Chief," shesad. "Why?'

Sowly, Sun Wolf said, "Because of her claim to be ableto teach
anyone magic-to make amage of anyone. At thetime caled her a
fool because | thought she couldn't. Now | think it's because she could.

"Magic ... " He hesitated, groping for words to explain the core of
firein his soul. "Maybe magic does come, as Kaetha says, from the
mind. But the mind is adeep darkness. Magic wells out of depthsthe
nonmage-born can't penetrate, can't even comprehend. It'sasif there
were acover over that pit in their minds. In the mageborn, that pitis
uncovered. We can control what flows out of it. That pitiswherewe
descend, during the Greet Trid."

Nanciormis said nothing, but in histhick face, the dark eyes shifted.

While the Wolf was speaking, Kaetha had come over to them, in
her blue eyes an intensity he had never seen there. In the gloom her hair
seemed braided out of smoke. "Yes," shesaid. "It isthat cover | sought
to remove."

"But removing the cover wouldn't give the person the ability to
control what came out, would it?" the Hawk said. "Or what went in, to
feed on the power there." In the darkness of the hallways beyond the
gaping doors, wind groaned like asoul in pain, and below the wind was



afaint chittering that raised the hairs on Sun Wolf's ngpe. Starhawk
went on, "1'm not mageborn-for me, the pit of my soul is covered over.
But in meditation, I've been ableto listen to the sounds on the other
side of that cover and to make guesses about what's down there.”

Tazey said softly, "Thedemons... "

"Thereareno ... " began Kaetha, but another moan of wind
slenced her, and she did not finish. Under the cinnamon darkness of
her looped braids her face turned chalky, as she faced, for the first
time, the possibility that there were indeed matters with which she was
not quaified to tamper.

"When we formed the Circle to cdl up the soul of the Bishop
Gadron," the Hawk said, casualy leaning her back and her bound
hands againgt the painted plaster of the wall behind her, "I could fed the
power moving through it, from hand to hand. Y ou, Egaldus, and
Shelaina Clerk, alittle, could summon power up out of that pit in your
soulsat will. I couldn’t-not until 1 sank into atrance from the incense
and the chanting. Not until | lost mysdlf in dreaming. And now |
remember redlizing that al the killings had happened in the deep of
night, asif the mind that wielded the demons had to be adeep before
they would go free. That meant that the killer might not know who he
was, might not even be mageborn. The storms do that, too-make
everyone less careful about controlling their rages. Later, when you said
you'd never heard of the Greet Trid, | knew it couldn't have been used
by the Witches. That meant they wielded power without having passed
the Greet Trid-that like you, they could teach anyone, mageborn or
not, to wield that same power. | checked through the books mysdlf,
later. Nowhere did it say al the Witches were mageborn-but it did
remark that many of thekillingstook placein the degp of night.”

"And just as many took placein the day,” Nanciormis snapped.
His eyeswent from face to face and then darted swiftly to the small
knot of guards till warming themsdlves by the fire. He seemed to fed
their curious glances and kept his voice quiet, asthey had dl kept their
voices but for hissingle outburst of rage. "Everyonein Tandieras was
certainly abroad and awake when | was attacked.”

"Of course," said Sun Wolf. "Y ou needed witnesses to the fact



that you had nothing to do with the killings."
Nanciormis face flushed. "I don't haveto ligentothis... "

"l want to ligento it," Tazey said unexpectedly. In the tangle of
lion-colored hair, her face was pale and s&t.

"The man's mad-atramp wizard who's confessed himslf in the
pay of our enemies. You can't-"

The girl'svoicewas cold. "AsRoya Princess of Wenshar, | can.”
She turned back to Sun Wolf. "Go on."

Therewas amoment's deadly silence, during which Nanciormis
dared at his niece with hatein hisdark eyes-hate, and considerable
urprise.

"That must have grated on you like a broken tooth, mustn't it?" the
Wolf said, hishoarse voice low. "Knowing you were born of the house
that had ruled Wenshar and seeing it in the hands of a blustering
drunkard whose parents were outlanders and daves? Knowing it
would passto ascholar brat who could bardly lift asword, for al that
he knew the language and customs of the shirdar as no king had for
three generations? Osgard never trusted you enough to give you redl
power-he kept that for hisfriend Milkom. And if 1'd been jumped
coming home by abunch of shirdar, 1'd be alittle careful, mysdf. You
know, that attack on the road the night we met Osgard never did seem
quite right to me, but as a Prince of an Ancient House, you'd be able to
arrange with the shirdar to do it. And as the Prince of an Ancient
House, you'd have known about the demons. And you'd have known
there was no way it could be traced back to you.”

"Naturdly it can't,” Nanciormis said derisively, but hishand, till
closed over Starhawk's shirt, clenched nervoudy, aripple of tendon
and bone benesth the embroidered lesther of the glove. "Becauseit
was nothing to do with me. It'sagood try, my barbarian witch,” and
the Walf heard the shirdar inflection in the word, the meaning of one
who copulates with devilsto buy power. "But your attempt to discredit
me will be no more successful than your attempt was upon my life. |
certainly had no reason to hate half the people who died.”

"No," Starhawk agreed calmly. "But the ones you did hate, you



made damn certain Anshebbeth did aswell."

In the terrible silence that followed, Sun Wolf could hear the storm
winds groaning like souls trapped forever in the haunted [abyrinths of
the palace. Within, eddy and counter-eddy scurried through the halls,
gtirring the murky curtains of dust on the air in the dark roomswhere
the painted frescoes stared open-eyed into the eternd night. He was
aware of them now-aghrill skitter of sound, a skeleton flicker of light
far down a corridor that none of the others seemed to see. Swesat
crawled down his arms to the manacles and the chewed, dirty
bandages on hiswrigts.

Starhawk went on, "We dways thought it sounded like two killers,
didn't we, Chief? Not counting, of course, the attack Nanciormis faked
on himsdlf, which even at the time looked like just ameans of getting
you out of theway. But it was only one man widlding aweapon-a
weapon that sometimes went and killed on its own.”

Kaethas lips moved; though she made no sound, Sun Wolf could
see shewhispered, "Anshebbeth ... "

Starhawk's gray eyes went to her ashen face, and something
softened alittlein her voice. " She never was mageborn, was she? And
you were never ableto wake magic in her a aconscious level. That
meant that she couldn't see what was happening. But you broke that
cover over the pit of her soul, nevertheless-and it wasto her that the
demons spoke. Therewas a cauldron in her of lust and hate that
refused to look at itsdlf ... "

"No." Theword came out strangled and dry, but Kaethas eyes
suddenly svam with grief and utter horror. Asif to convince hersdlf,
she sammered, "There are no demons. Only the mind, the powers of
the mage ... It was my destiny to teach, to help othersredlize ... Dear
God, what have | done?!

"Nothing." Nanciormisthrust Starhawk from him and turned
angrily to face the Witch. ™Y ou've done nothing. Neither thisbitch nor
her demon lover can prove anything. They'relying to save their skins.”

"How else would you explain Nexué's death?' Starhawk asked,
catching her balance easly. ™Y ou knew the signs before that time,



though, didn't you, Nanciormis? The signs the Witches used to look
for, when one of their adepts wasfirst becoming acquainted with those
dark dreams of power and hate. Did shetdll you of them? Was that
when you went to her room on the bacony that first time, woke her out
of that first dream of hate against me and the Wolf? She was the idesal
weapon. You fed her liesand gossip, played on her lovefor Tazey, her
fearsfor Kdetha's safety, knowing Milkom would beriding with
Galdron-Milkom who would never have countenanced your offer for
Tazey's hand. And you did offer, didn't you, as soon as Incarsyn was
out of theway?'

Nanciormis said nothing, but Tazey's smoldering green eyes
answered as clearly aswords could have.

Starhawk went on, "At that point Incarsyn should have been safe.
But you'd dready planted the seeds of hate for him in Anshebbeth, with
your gossip of what hed said of witches, and how he'd treated Tazey.
Whether any of it was true or not-the poor bastard always seemed
pretty harmless to me and he had the decency to be kind to her-that
hate couldn't be erased. And besides, he till might have wanted the
Kingship of Wenshar enough to have gone againgt hissster's bidding.”

"Kingship?' Tazey's dark brows startled down over her eyes. "But
I'm not the heir. Jeryn ... " She stopped. In the hush, Sun Wolf heard it
again: thewhigpered chitter, adither like awoman's gown passing over
stone. He looked quickly around the ova room, wondering if he had
truly seen ashadow moving retrograde across the restlessjitter of the
flames

Tazey's face darkened with rage from which dl fear of her uncle
had departed. She said quietly, "Y ou pig. No wonder hewas afraid to
take his sword lessons with you. No wonder he spent all histime
hiding. No wonder held risk hislife to get another teacher.”

He put afirm hand on her arm, and she wrenched away fromit as
if it had been smeared with dung. "'Y ou'reletting thisman'sliesrun
away with you."

"Am|?' Tazey said harshly. "1 know my brother's not acoward.
Heknew it, too, until you started telling him-and telling my father-he



was one. Until Sun Wolf came, he would have done anything to prove
it, like riding the horses you gave him which were too strong for him, or
going out in the desert. Y ou told him to do that, too, didn't you?'

"Asthelast Prince of the Ancient House," Starhawk said, "your
marriage to her would have made you thelogical heir, when the
inevitable accident findly did happen. But I'm sure you know that."

"What | know," Nanciormis said, "isthat you and thisman, by his
own confession, were sent as agents from Kwest Mrawe to spread
confusion and dissension in Wenshar, and now you have succeeded
beyond even the King-Council's wildest hopes. Y ou have shattered the
aliance between the shirdar lords and the Lord of Wenshar; you have
discredited me, the only man capable of ruling in the stead of that
pathetic sot on the throne"

Furious, Tazey lashed out at him. With awarrior's quickness, he
caught her wrist before her palm connected with hisface. Hisgrip like
stedl on the dender, browned flesh, he went on softly, ™Y ou have
gpoiled dl chancefor the only logica union that would save the
kingdom." He turned his head back to look a Sun Wolf. Y ou've
earned your pay well. Asfor that dut Anshebbeth ... "

He looked around. The guards, who had been huddled in
low-voiced conversation over their fire, looked up now, asif a some
sound. Their faces, male and female, bearded and unbearded, were
drawn and strained

318 Barbara Hambly

inthejittery light, their eyes darting nervoudy from door to black
and gaping door. Neither Kaethanor Anshebbeth was anywherein the
room.

Starhawk's face went white under the bruises. " She's gone after
her." She twisted past Nanciormis like a cat through a half-closed door
and started for the rectangle of peaty darkness. "Kaethal"

Furious, Nanciormis caught her arm, and flung her back againgt
thewall with al his strength. With the nearness of the demonslike acid
on hisnerves, Sun Wolf lunged a him, kneeing himinthegroin even as
Nanciormistwisted to avoid it. The commander went down,



white-faced with pain, and Sun Wolf made a dash for the empty eyepit
of darkness.

Gavanized into belated action, the guards were upon the Walf like
adog pack, bringing him to the stone floor even as he writhed and
kicked againgt their grip. A boot connected with hisribs, and hefdt at
least one break, stabbing likeaknifein hissde. Hetwisted intimeto
catch another brutal kick on the outside of histhigh and heard the sharp
whine of drawn stedl, and Nanciormis voice, thick with pain and rage,
ydling"Kill him!"

Sun Wolf turned his head as much as he could in timeto see
Starhawk drop through the grip of the single man who held her,
somehow grab his knee with her gtill-bound hands and rise again to
dump him backward. Her roundhouse kick broke the wrist of the
woman guard whose sword was sweeping down toward Sun Wolf's
neck. The wegpon went ringing, the guard cursing in pain as others
dragged Starhawk back and Tazey's voice diced through the
confusion. "l forbidit! Let them up!”

"Dont listen to her!" shouted the commander. Sun Wolf could see
him, staggering to hisfeet and fighting with dl his strength not to hunch
over. "She'sunder thiswizard's spdll.”

"| thought Ka etha's bonds rendered his spdlls harmless”
Starhawk retorted, and Nanciormis dapped her with furious brutality.
Blood trickled from her lip, but she raised her head to meet hiseyes
nevertheess.

"Kill them both."
“No!"

He caught Tazey as shetried to spring forward and held herina
grip of iron. The guards hesitated, weaponsin hand, their edges glinting
in the shaken firdight. Sun Woalf, panting, his every bresth now asif a
knife were being driven into him, tried to move, and one of the severd
guards on top of him twisted hisarm and ground his cheek againgt the
stone of the floor. Through his agony, even then, he sensed the demons,
whispering aname,

Nanciormissad, "Doit."



Sun Wolf felt aknee crush hisback and ahand take akiller'sgrip
of histhin, sweat-soaked hair. Then hefédt it, likefiredong hismind,
driving out even the death that would come in the next instant-the rush
and whisper of the demons, the surge of horror and power. A woman
screaming-for an ingtant he believed he was the only one who heard.

The weight pressing his body to the floor flinched, then dacked,
frozen. The knife dropped past hisface, clattered unnoticed on the
gone.

The screams went on, reverberating through the mazes of that
haunted |abyrinth, but no onein that firelit hall moved. Abovethe
ghrieking he thought he could hear other things: the shrill chittering of the
demons, a soft whisper of terrible laughter like an echo from the end of
alightless corridor. He wasn't sure, but he thought he could hear a
second voice, somewhere distant, screaming, too.

Then Tazy said softly, "Let them up. Cut them loose. We're going
to need whatever magic we can get."

CHAPTER 18

They found Anshebbeth, Stting on the atar within the fragments of
the broken Circle of Darkness. The air here was hot, thick with filtered
dust, and reeking of smoke and fresh blood. Anshebbeth's gown was
matted and dabbed with it where she sat on the stone, and, by the faint
witchlight he and Tazey were able to summon between them, Sun Wolf
saw finger-runnels of it marking the woman's white cheeks under her
haf-uncoiled tangle of hair.

Sheturned her eyestoward them, huge and luminousin the
shadows, asthey stopped in the inner doorway of the temple. Sun
Wolf saw that she was mad.

"Comein," shesaid, and smiled, asthe demon had smiled when
Sun Wolf disemboweed the cdlf. "Comein.”

Nanciormis and the guards hung back, but Sun Wolf walked
forward into the shadowy temple, his steps putting soft fingerholesin
the slence. With acat's fastidious tread, Starhawk followed him. A
moment later, Tazey shook free her uncle's staying grip and moved out



also, her breeches and boot tops, like the stained rags of the Hawk's
shirt, mere blurs of whitein the gloom. Everywhere now, Sun Wolf
could sense the demons, smell them, and fed their greedy expectancy,
half-daked but craving more to satiate. The dust caught the
bluish-white glare of the witchlight, filtering it into aghodtly fog; in
placesit seemed to glow, though he could see nothing further-reds and
acertain shade of blue that reminded him of Kaetha's eyes. Beyond
the dtar, the pit radiated arotted light which permesated the darkness
and dust; againgt it, Anshebbeth's thin, dark shape stood up likea
corroded spike.

"She's dead, isn't she? Kdetha."

The blood trail, sprayed over wals and floor, had wound for
amost ahundred yards among the twisting corridors and painted
rooms. "Yes," the Wolf said. "She'sdead.”

Anshebbeth moved convulsively, clapping her hands over her face.
When she took them down, tacky-dry blood smudged her eydlids and
thesdes of her thinnose. "I had to,” shesaid in astrangled voice. "She
was jealous of me. She only wanted me to-to follow after her. She said
| should cometo help her carry her books back. She didn't trust
anyone else. She didn't care that there was danger here, that 1'd be
afraid. But I'm not afraid anymore.”

She amiled again, likeaskull. "Now | can make other people
afrad.”

"If that'swhat you want," he said. He stood with hisarms at his
ddes, the rough golden hair on them prickling with the hot weight of evil
in theroom. They'd taken the chainsfrom hiswrigts, but the magicin
him was kitten-weak. He was aware of that more than of anything el s,
garing into the madwoman's dark eyes.

"Now Nanciormiswill haveto love me." She dangled her feet from
the dtar, kicking them back and forth, asachild might, and twisted a
lock of her graight black hair into agticky ringlet with her forefinger. "I
can give him whatever he wants. | saved him from Galdron's hate and
plotting. Now he doesn't have to marry Tazey. Now hell marry me.”

"Anshebbeth ... " Tazey began, and her governess turned toward



her, pointy face blazing with spite.
"1 will marry him!" sheingsted furioudy. ™Y ou don't want him! |

saved you from having to marry Incarsyn, after al those crud things
that Nanciormistold me he said about you! Y ou're just jeal ous of me!™

"No," thegirl said quietly. Thewitchlight dipped like dectrum
along her thick curls as she shook her head. "No, Anshebbeth, I'm not
jedous of you."

"Well, you should be!" Thethick air sifted with the dry whisper of
demons. Light flicked in the corner of Sun Walf'svison-heturned his
head quickly, but there was nothing there. At the same moment
Nanciormisand hissmall knot of guards stepped quickly away from the
dark door, asif they had heard something in the blackness of the
corridor behind them that they feared more than they feared the
haunted temple ahead.

Anshebbeth stretched out her hands, thin and white as bone.
"Nanciormis," she whispered, and the sibilance of it was picked up by
echo and shadow.

Sun Wolf could seethewhite rim of terror al around theirises of
the shirdar lord's dark eyes. The last Prince of the House of Wenshar
knew the tales of what had taken place on that atar and what had
happened to the men afterward.

Anshebbeth's face clouded. "What's the matter?' she asked softly.
"Y ou don't need to be afraid. | won't hurt you.”

In the cornersal around her, the demons stirred. Sun Wolf moved
his head again, sharply, but that skeleton flick of light was gone. They
know your blind spots, hethought, and stand in them. ...

He saw Tazey whirl like a startled fawn and look back a him with
frightened eyes. Still Nanciormisdid not move.

"l loveyou," Anshebbeth ingsted, hurt in her voice. "1 didit dl for
you." Then the notein her voice changed, and there was adiver of
anger there. "It wasdl for you."

The glow behind her changed into akind of shivering glitter, and
the Wolf thought he saw bright flecks of color beginto swirl intheair
abovethe pit like sparks over afire.



"Cometome™

Hisface amask of marble, Nanciormis stepped forward. He
stopped, swallowed hard, and cast a quick glance of terror and
pleading at Sun Wolf.

All hislife, the Walf thought, Nanciormis had never thought of
long-range consequences to himsalf or anyone else, except where they
served hisends. Now he was like aman wading in the ocean who
Sepsoff the underwater diff to find himsalf suddenly struggling in deep
water, fearing the thingsthat swim in it beyond hisknowledge. He
whispered helplessly, "Please ... "

"You'reafraid of me," Anshebbeth said softly. ™Y ou don't need to
be afraid of me." In the frame of her disheveled hair, her blood-marked
face was horrible, the rage that had come easier and easier to her inthe
last weeksflaring suddenly in her eyes. "'Say you love me!”

He wasfighting desperately to keep face and to grip hisdipping
hold on even the pretense of salf-command. Bardly audible, he
whimpered, "Il love you, Anshebbeth.”

Her face contorted again. "Liar! Youlied to me!" Terrified,
Nanciormisfdl to hisknees, raisng supplicating hands. He knew, the
Wolf thought through the pounding of his head and the dagger-thrust of
each indrawn breath, just what she could do.

"Youdl lieto mel" Anshebbeth svung around, staring with wild,
mad eyes at them all. "None of you lovesme! Y ou dl love each other.”
Tazey had stepped dmost unconscioudly into the protective circle of
Sun Wolf'sarm, sensing the horror that was gathering in the corners of
the temple. Starhawk, typically, had moved off to the left, widening the
target distance between them and giving herself more room.

Anshebbeth's voice broke with self-pity. "But no one loves mel
And no one ever will."

Hands uplifted, Nanciormis gabbled, "Of course we love you,
'Shebbeth. Wedl loveyou.”

"It'shard to love hate, Anshebbeth,” the Wolf said, like athin swirl
of sand in the darkness. In the face of her rage, the blue glow of
witchlight over hishead had dimmed to asmall, flat pearl, likethe sun



on afoggy day; he could see the demons now, melting out of the
ghostly blur of dust. Their eyes were the dark eyes of shirdar ladies,
their lips like women'slips running with blood. 'Y ou've become
addicted to hate, even asthe demons are. It warmsyou, asit does

"Itisn't my fault!" she screamed. Her skinny finger jabbed out, and
Nanciormis shrank back from it, hisfat face tallow-colored, asif he
were about to vomit with terror. "It'shis! He did thisto mel He made
melikethist And now no onewill love meever!"

She buried her facein her hands again, the white fingerstwisting
her hair as her whole bony body shook with sobbing. His nerve
breaking, Nanciormisturned on hisknees and crawled, scrabbling over
his stained white cloak, for the dark doorway back into the labyrinth of
the palace. But as he reached it, he stopped, and the sickly magelight
showed the sweat pouring down his face between his hanging braids.
The guards were dready crowding farther from the door, pressng into
thewadl inatight little group, back to back, their weapons pointing
outward. Thefat man scrambled ungracefully to hisfeet, sumbled
toward them for protection, and the corpse-light glow flashed on the
sword points as they turned toward him. The wrath of the demons
clung like the stink of plagueto hisflesh and his garments. None of
them waswilling to let him come among them. " Sun Wolf, hdp mel" He
turned histear-streaked face back toward the dark figure on the dltar,
fighting for an echo of hisformer mastery. "Anshebbeth, I-I didn't mean
to. Truly. I'm-I'msorry ..."

"You made medoit!" she screamed. "I wanted to be mageborn,
so Kaethawould love me, would treat me as her equa! But you made
me hate people! Y ou whispered to me and whispered to me about this
person said this and that person said that. And then I'd dream about
them-dream about their deaths, and when | heard about it the next
morning I'dbeglad ... "

Nanciormis covered hisface, giving at the knees and crumpling, as
if hiswhole body were rotting with terror. Anshebbeth roseto her feet,
her face working, the winds stirring the ddritch shimmer of dust around
her, flicking the darkness of her dress and hair. The adepts did not



aways at first know their power, Sun Wolf remembered, but there was
aways amoment when they did. What ritua had they used, what fina
twisting of the soul, what dreadful self-judtification, to temper and sedl
and harden the girl into their numbers? Had many of them had resisted
and cried out as Anshebbeth was crying now?

Tears were streaming down her face, tears of fury and utter
wretchedness tracking through the gummy blood. Shrill and bardly
human, she sobbed, "I fed them here-l hear them whispering. It was
like my dreams, but | wasn't adeep! Kaletha-Kaetha-"

Sheturned on Nanciormislike arabid weasdl, and he buried his
facein hisarmsand groaned. "Y ou made me bethis Y ou made me
hetel"

The air seemed to burn around Sun Wolf's flesh. Wind that came
from nowhere knifed in hishair and therags of his shirt and fingered
Nanciormis cloak and long braids as he lay groveling on the stone.
Tazey gasped, her hand tightening on Sun Wolf's bare arm, as glowing
shapes began to pour up out of the pit, flowing aong the stone floor,
around the dltar, and over Anshebbeth's
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feet. They drifted dangle-footed in the air, like monster wasps with
Anshebbeth's eyes. Nanciormis scrambled to his feet and started to
back away, batting blindly at the air around him, then screamed asone
of them laid hisarm open to the bone.

"No!" he shrieked. " Sun Wolf! Anshebbeth! I'm sorry! I'll do
anything-please, help me!™

Hate doesn't stop, Sun Wolf thought, strangdly cam. When it's
done with him, it will take us all.

Swiftly, he disengaged Tazey's hands from hisarm and strode
empty-handed toward the dtar where Anshebbeth sat. He fdlt the tiny
dip of light that glowed above his head die. Only the dim glint of
Tazey's power shimmered across on those blue, skeleta backs, and on
the halo of greedy fangs surrounding the dark shape of the Witch.

Nanciormis screamed again, running desperately as the demons
began to harry him around the room as they had harried the calf in the



pit. Hesh gleamed opa white, bulging through claw-rentsin his clothes,
bouncing dmost comicdly as heran; blood ocozed, glittering down his
trouser legs and boots. He was sobbing, tears of terror pouring down
his cheeks.

Sun Wolf seized Anshebbeth by the arms, and she looked up into
hisface, sartled, so intent upon her hatred that she had not seen him
come. Her countenance was scarcely human, streaked with tears and
snot and blood; from aframe of coarse black hair that flowed down
over his hands, she stared unseeing. "No one makesyou hate,
Anshebbeth. They can only ask you to. Y ou can always say no."

"It isn't likethat!" She was gasping, clutching a her throat asif it
were strangling her. "1 love him, and he did thisto me, made melike
this..."

Darkness closed on them, avortex of power and terror
whirlpooling into those stretched black eyes. Sun Wolf shook her,
violently, furioudy, trying to breek that rigid centeredness of hate, and
her head lolled on her shoulders, her mouth open in a soundless shriek.
In the blackness, he knew the demons were around him and he felt the
soft nibble of fangs againgt his neck. "Do you love him?" he demanded.
"Or do you love your hate more than him?”

"I don't!" she sobbed. Then something brokein her, and she
gasped, "'l don't want to!"

Pressed to the stone of the wall, Nanciormiswas screaming,
begging as he fought with the bleeding air.

"Say it!" the Wolf commanded.

Anshebbeth stared up at him like ahysterical child, unableto
speak or draw breath. He shook her again, her neck snapping back
like awnhite, corded stem in the black wrack of her hair. A sob ripped
her, asif it would tear her body in two. He saw the madness retreat
from her eyes and knowledge take its place-knowledge and horror at
what she knew she had become.

Asthough torn from her with aknife, her scream rent theair. "'l
don't want it! Let himgo! | don't want this!"

Nanciormis shrieked again, huddled against the wall asthe glowing



ring closed around him. In Sun Wolf's grip Anshebbeth's body felt as
fragile and skeletd asthairs.

Despairing, Anshebbeth screamed, "1 can't et it go! | can't let it
go! | want to but | can't ... " Shetwisted away from him, burying her
facein her skeletd hands.

Then she screamed-not the tense, tight shrillness of her strangled
shrieks before, but loud, aching, louder and louder asthe torrent of
freed sound seemed to rip apart the containing flesh. Like startled
hornets the demons rose from Nanciormis, shining horribly in the dark
ar. Sun Wolf flung himsdf aside asthey descended uponthedtarina
whistling swarm, knowing he had been too late. Anshebbeth did not
raise her head, but screamed on and on, rocking like ahurt child, asif
somelast rag of sanity had dipped finally from her grip. He caught a
glimpse of Starhawk running toward him, as he turned back
weaponless, magicless, to face the phosphorescent storm of death.

Anshebbeth's scream scaed upward, twisting the darkness asthe
demons settled over her. In aflash of terrible enlightenment, Sun Wolf
understood that she had regained, rather than lost, her sanity. She knew
what she had done.

Blindly, striking with her hands at the glowing fangs thet ripped her
flesh, sheran forward, the demons driving her into the pit. Starhawk
reached the Wolf's Sde at the same moment that Anshebbeth fell, the
glowing ghost shapes swirling down after her, shriek after shriek ripping
thear.

It took her twenty minutesto die. When it was over silence settled
on the dark temple, asit had lain for ahundred and fifty years.

"Y ou aweke, Chief?'

Sun Wolf started to roll over, then ceased with agasp of pain.
Vaguely, he remembered Starhawk wrapping amakeshift field dressing
over his cracked ribs as he was diding into deep in the sickly yellow
post-storm light, but the recollection was cloudier than the dreams that
had followed. He fdt chilled, sticky, and bone-tired, hurting in every
limb, with dust gummed in his eyelashes, moustache, and the stubble of



his beard.

He felt someone bend over him, light and very swift, and lips
touched his. Opening his eye, he saw Starhawk just Sraightening her
body where she kndlt beside him.

"Well, that fairy tale doeswork after dl," she remarked.

She was wearing the dark-green |leather doublet of the Tandieras
guards over ablack shirt which made her sun-gilded fair skin shinelike
ivory. She had bathed and looked clean, calm, and, except for the
black handspan of bruise on her face, utterly unruffled. Squinting past
her, he saw over the broken wal of the ruined house in which held
dent, the dliff faces of Wenshar, blackish maroon in the polished sunset
light, guarding their treasure of rose and gpricot within. Like strange
and far-off music, he heard the hushed voices of Nanciormis guards
and the comfortable nicker of horses.

The storm had ended shortly after noon. In spite of an exhaugtion
S0 deep that he could barely stagger, Sun Wolf had insisted on moving
down from the canyonsto the piled debris and crumbled walls of the
Lower Town before hewould deep. It had taken him and Tazey two
hoursto work al the binding-spellsto hold the demons forever within
the rocks of Wenshar; exhaugting, nerve-wracking hours, while he had
listened, with as much of hismind as he could spare, to hear the
demons wakening again from the pit where Anshebbeth’'s mangled
body lay.

They had not wakened. Like drunkards, they were satiated,
wallowing in the afterglow. He hadn't wanted to expose Tazey to the
full knowledge of what the demonswere and of the terrible powers
necessary to hold them to the stones, but he had had no choice. He had
been smply too weary, too drained, to pass through the ritual a second
time aone. Later, the girl had been very slent as she had walked
beside him down the sand-drifted canyon in the after-hush of the storm,
but he suspected that she was less shocked by the vileness of the
demons than she would have been even twenty-four hours ago.

With the demons bound to the rock that had given them birth, it
would have been possible to deep safely, even within the temple, but



Sun Wolf had not wanted to risk the dreams that might come.

He mumbled, "What isit?' By the color of the light, he knew held
dept four or five hours.

"Riderson their way," she said. "Still acouple hours out on the
desert, but my guessisit'sreinforcements.”

"Good." He st up. Starhawk, as usud, refrained from helping him;
he didn't know whether he should be miffed or pleased with theimplied
compliment of superhuman stamina. The jab of the hardened dressing
was amost as bad as the cracked ribs underneath. "They can take
Nanciormis back.”

Starhawk shook her head. "He'sgone," she said. "Y ou'd started
the binding-rites dready when his guardstook him out of the temple.
Hewas cut to pieces, you know, and bleeding like aflayed steer. For a
long time hejust cried inacorner ... "

"Dont tell me" the Wolf said wearily. "They thought the poor
bastard was pretty harmless where he was."

Starhawk shrugged. "After what went on in the temple, they
weren't anxious to search the canyonsfor him. I'd have the lot of them
flogged, mysdif, but it's not my business.”

Sun Wolf sghed and sat quietly, his back to the crumbling house
wall. Dry wind curled across his naked chest, bearing the smell of dust
and horses.

He wondered why, in spite of everything-the memory of his
humiliation at the commander's hands, the begting they'd given
Starhawk, the pain in hiswrists and sde-his only anger toward the man
stemmed from what he had done to Anshebbeth and what he had tried
to do to Jeryn-not even so much trying to murder him, but planting in
his mind the fear that he was a coward and turning hisfather against him.

He il found it difficult to hate Nanciormis. After seeing
Anshebbeth's death, he found it difficult, a the moment, to hate anyone.

Thinking back, he redlized that he dways had-and in that he was
like Nanciormishimsdf.

"Hewas only playing the game, you know," he said after atime. "It



was only selfishness and greed, with no hateinit. He couldn't have
summoned the demonsif held wanted to, and maybe he knew it. There
was nothing personal init at al. None of them, not Tazey nor
Anshebbeth nor Incarsyn, wasred to him. Only himsdf and hiswants.”

"It'swhat tipped me off, you know." The Hawk settled back on
her hedls, abar of sunlight danting through the broken roof, turning her
hair to platinum but leaving that cool, scarred face in shadow. "You
saw Nanciormisasaman, but | saw him as awoman sees him. Hewas
aman who used women. He used other people, too-their hates, their
loves, their fears-and their magic. In away, his evil was degper than
Anshebbeth's hate or Kaethas vanity and irrespongbility with what
sheld found in the books that had lain forgotten for centuriesin the
library. And, of course, poor Ciannis knew less of the cult than
Nanciormisdid. If she had known, she might have warned Kadetha
about it-if she ever knew Kaetha had found the old books at al. But
Nanciormissmply didn't care.”

Sun Wolf nodded. "Theworst of itis" hesaid quietly, "that it was
my evil aswdl. That waswhat being amercenary wasdl about. Like
killing that poor caf-you do what you haveto do, like an animal egting.
| don't know how many people I've killed, not for akingdom or for
love or pride or for anything, really-just because some politician was
paying meto take acity they happened to belivingin."

The corner of her mouth moved dightly, lessironic than smply
rueful. "Yes, | know," shesaid. Their eyesmet. In hers he saw the
understanding that he had done evil and that she had known it for evil at
thetime and had ill followed himinto battle ashis
second-in-command. It was, he understood then, what Nanciormis had
done to Anshebbeth. It was how she had known.

It was some time before he could say anything. When hedid, it
wasonly, "I'm sorry, Hawk." In her eyes he saw that she knew for
what.

She only shook her head. "It'shistory,” she said, meaningit. "Like
Anshebbeth, | had the choice. Unlike her, | don't hate myself for the
choicel made." He remembered that she had remained Kaletha's friend.



"Y ou understood that?"

"Oh, yes. She knew in the end what she had become-and the one
she most hated was hersdlf. | supposeit'swhat happened to al the
girls, when they came to an understanding of what was happening to
them." She uncoiled her whipcord body and rose to her feet, watching
with her usud mild detachment as Sun Wolf agonizingly followed. "It
was only the evil onesthat survived.”

"l can't say that | blame those that didn't,”" he said.

They passed through agap in thewall, which might or might not
once have been adoor, and walked across the trampled, dusty side of
asand dune toward where one of the old rain tanks hid in the niche of a
rock, away from the prevailing wind. "Would you have done the same
in her position?1f you learned it was you?"

Sun Wolf glanced up at the dark, eroded cliffs of the Haunted
Range, guarding their rainbow labyrinth of evil within. "I'd liketo think |
would."

There was water in three of the old tanks; Sun Wolf bathed in the
shallowest of them; Starhawk joined him there and later on the
spread-out blanket that he/d worn flung over his shoulderslike a cloak.
"No wonder soldiers women have to be versatile and cregtive," she
commented, when heflinched a the pain of hisribs.

In time they both dressed in the clothes that were part of the
bundle Tazey had brought to Wenshar with her to further their escape.
The bundle also contained some food, their wegpons and mail, but not
thelittle cache of money. "Cheer up," Starhawk said, dipping various
hideout daggersinto her bootswith the air of oneresuming a
much-loved garment. "With the demonslaid for good, they'll haveto
giveus some reward-an exorcig'sfeeif nothing else.”

"Bets?' the Wolf grumbled.
They rode out of Wenshar as darkness began to fall and met, an

hour and ahdf later, the oncoming party from Tandierasin acircle of
torchlight on the pebbled desolation of the wind-scoured reg.

Asthey got close, Sun Wolf could see Osgard's coarse
blond-gray hair by the torchlight and, beside his great horse, the fat,



trotting figure of Waleye and hissmal rider. Tazey cried out, "Daddy!"
and spurred her buckskin gelding, riding like a mad antelope to throw
hersdf into her father'sarms.

"It seems |'ve you to thank that I'm not going to find scorpionsin
my blankets some night." By the campfireswindblown light, Osgard
looked sober and better than he had since the Wolf had cometo
Tandieras. Theveilsthat swathed his coarse, stubbly face were pushed
back, faling over his sand-colored cloak behind. With hisrough shirt
and battered boots, he might have been just another range hand, as he
had been before his warrior-uncle had made him King. "Oh, | knew he
was dangerous, but ... " He hesitated, then looked into the amber heart
of thefire, histhick mouth pursing with embarrassment. "l suppose|
was like the owner of adog trained for killing. Y ou get careless.”

Sun Wolf nodded. "1 know." On the other Side of the campfire, a
guard told ajoke, but the laughter was subdued. Out on the asphalt
blackness of thereg, it was less easy to dismiss the demons and djinns
of desert lore as mere superdtition, no matter what the priests of the
Triple God might say. "Hedid, inaway."

"He awayswas careless," Oggard said. "He was a good fighter,
but irresponsible-he never thought anything could touch him. I'm not
sure being publicly broken and turned out like a beaten dog in the
desert wasn't something to which held have preferred death. He had a
concelt of himsdlf, besdesliking his pleasures. But | wouldn't have let
him put ahand on Tazey ... " He paused, and the bluster died out of
him again. Off by the other campfire, Tazey and Jeryn sat together,
conversing quietly with Starhawk, their arms around her. Past Osgard's
shoulder, the Wolf could see Jeryn's dark eyes shining with aboy's
gruesome enthusiasm as Tazey spoke of what had happened in the
temple.

TheKing sighed. "But God knows I'd have sworn I'd never have
let matters go thisfar. Damned witcheswith their stinking magic ... " He
stopped again, looking over at the Walf, asif hed spoken dightingly of
sand in the tents of the shirdar.

Sun Wolf shook his head. "Magic had nothing to do withiit," he
said. "Nanciormis was the kind of man who'd have used any weapon.



He'd made attempts on your life-and Jeryn's-before he learned
Anshebbeth's mind had been touched by the demons. Her power was
just the readiest weapon at hand. If sheld been mageborn and not
samply the victim of her own and Kaethas vanity, shed have
understood what was happening to her and been able to contral it. | felt
it-1 think Tazey did, too. If you have power, you must faceit, touchiit,
and learnto useit, or it rotswithin you like an abscessed wound.” He
fdll slent, regarding the King across the campfire, and Osgard, knowing
his thoughts, looked away again.

He muttered, "I-1 know." Unwillingly, hiseyesreturned to the
Walf. "But you can't blame me, can you? | wanted a daughter | could
be proud of ... "

"Good God, man," Sun Wolf said angrily, "you've got one of the
finest natural wizards I've ever heard of for a daughter and ason wholl
politic and finesse and treaty-make rings around the shirdar and the
Middle Kingdoms, and &l you can do is complain because they're not a
brainless brood mare and a beef-witted ox like you and me? | can only
think of two thingsin my lifethat | wouldn't trade for those children of
yours. Can't you be proud of them for what they are and not for what
you want them to be?"

Osgard stared into the fire, rubbing his big, sword-scarred hands
over one another, asthe Wolf remembered his own father used to do.
Then helooked up again and grinned, alittle embarrassed to admit it.
"Jarynisaclever little bastard, isn't he?"

"It'smen like Jeryn," Sun Wolf said, "who hiremen likeme. Let
‘em bewhat they are, Osgard. They're going to get hurt bad enough
svimming againg thedream asit is”

TheKing sighed and rubbed his stubbly chin. "I know it," he said
quietly. Then, after along pause, "Where should | send Tazey?!

Sheld been willing, Sun Wolf remembered, to give up everything
she wanted to please him. He remembered the fauve torchlight on her
hair as she danced the war dance and the pride that had glowed so
visibly from Osgard as held spoken of her-the sweetest daughter a
man could want. Beside the nearby campfire, she and Jeryn sat



huddled in their quilted jackets and head vells, their eyes bright asthey
talked to Starhawk, reunited for thislast brief time.

"Y ou could send her to Yirth of Mandrigyn," he said at length.
"She's just about the only wizard | know qualified to teach.” He added,
seeing her father's face thicken at the thought of how far awvay
Mandrigynwas, "But if Tazey prefers, | could stay herefor awhilefirg,
teach her what | know. It isn't the teaching sheld get from Yirth, but it
would tell her what to look for later. And it would give her moretime
here

"No." Osgard sSighed. "Tazey can't stay here. And neither can
you." A half-burned log broke in thefire; he picked abranch from the
dender bundle of wood they'd brought in from the far edge of thereg
and pushed the fallen chunks back together. The spurting flame showed
deep linesin his unshaven face-annoyance and shame.

"Y ou don't know the temper of the peoplein Pardle, Captain.
They're a superdtitious bunch, when al's said, and the mageborn have
aways had afoul reputation in Wenshar. | wouldn't have cared if you'd
been lynched on the way back, but when | heard I1lyra's men were out
hunting your blood, | thought I'd better come and make sure Tazey got
back al right. The miners and the Trinitarians being on one of their
witch huntsisonething, but lllyra... "

Sun Wolf felt hisface flush with anger. "I didn't have adamn thing
to do with the murders.”

The King held up hishand. "That doesn't matter,” he said. "And |
think you know it doesn't matter.”

The crud vulture-eyes of the Lady of the Dunesreturned to Sun
Wolf, and the keyed-up tenson in the Hall, the night Nanciormis had
staged his attack. And it was gold piecesto little green applesthat
Nanciormis had spread the story of his confession from the Fortressto
the town. Anger surged like acore of heated iron in him, but he knew
Osgard wasright.

" think you'd better ride on tonight.”

Osgard collected all the spare food and water from histroop of
guards, and Jeryn and Tazey helped them load it on their horses. "We



can hold off Illyrafor awhile," the King said, as Sun Wolf finished tying
thelatigosthat held the dender bundle of his possessionsto hisdapple
gelding's cantle. "But you'd better ride straight north and get acrossthe
Backbone as soon as you can.”

"Easy for himto say,” Sun Wolf growled, asthe big monarch went
griding off to give somedirection or other to the little knot of
dark-clothed guards. "Y ou know every copper we haveis still behind
that brick in our cdl in the empty quarter?"

Starhawk regarded him, amused, by the faint glow of the ball
lightning that flickered over hishead. ™Y ou want to risk meeting lllyrato
go back for it?"

Sun Wolf grumbled an impious wish concerning lyras future sex
partners and tightened the gray's cinches. He added, "I never should
have promoted you from squad captain.”

"Y ou dways said awarrior had to be versdtile."

"1 wasn't talking about sweeping floors and feeding pigs from here
to Farkash."

"Chief?' The bright flicker of mageight danced in the night; the
black gravel of the reg crunched underfoot as Tazey and Jeryn came
back from the baggage piles, carrying sacks. It was not lost on the
Wolf that the guards looked askance at the soft light that surrounded
the girl, and gave her wide berth. "These are dl the Demonariesand
books of magic that weren't in the shirdane."

Sun Wolf hefted the sack experimentaly, then opened it and
removed the three largest volumes. These he handed back to Tazey. At
her inquiring look, he explained, "They'retoo bigto grab up in an
emergency. I'm not going to have them destroyed by accident just
because | want them with me on the road. Take them to Mandrigyn
with you, dong with the others. Y ou and Yirth between you can work
out trandations of the shirdane ones."

She nodded, hugging the books to her breast. Her mouth flinched
alittle, and she looked away; he saw the witchlight glisten in her eyes.

Gently, he reached out and put ahand on her shoulder. "Youll like
Yirth," he said softly. "She'sagood lady." Then, grinning, he added,



"Y ou say hdllo to Sheeraof Mandrigyn for me, too."

"And be prepared to have her spit in your face if you do,"
Starhawk added irreverently.

Jeryn, who had been doing something over by Sun Wolf's horse,
came back into the double ring of fox-fire light, and the Wolf could see
inhisface, too, the grief of parting.

Tazey asked hestantly, "Will | meet you again?'

"Not if we keep getting thrown out of every kingdom wevisit."

Sun Walf ignored his second-in-command. "One day, yes." He
hugged them both, the daughter and the son that he would never father,
and fdt Jeryn'sthin arms around hiswaist in atight clutch and the sting
of Tazey'stears againg his unshaven chin. Neither mercenary captains
nor wandering wizards could afford to raise children. It wasthe first
time he had been conscious of regret for what he had been or for what
hewas.

It wasthefirgt time he fully understood whet it was he had given
up.

Thewan glow of Tazey'switchlight was visiblefor along distance
acrossthe reg asthey rode away.

"It'sgoing to be hard for her," Starhawk said after atime. "Hard
for them both. But she never realy wanted to be mageborn, you know.
Shereally wanted to be what her father wanted her to be-a beautiful
girl who danceswell, rides anything with four legs, and eventualy
marries some handsome man and lives happily ever after. Therewasa
time when she could have turned aside from what she has and gone
back to lying to hersdf about it. She gave that up for us."

"No." Sun Woalf glanced back over his shoulder at that
will-o-the-wisp, amarsh light in the flat, black desert of stone. "Y ou
can never turn aside from it, nor lieto yourself about it. Not ever.”

The moonlight dusted her uncovered ivory hair as she moved her
head. "Do you want to?"

He thought about Tazey and Jeryn again, their years of learning to



be what they would be, yearsin which he could have no part.
"Sometimes™”

His horse sumbled alittle on the harsh gravel, making him curse as
his cracked ribs pinched him, and something tied to the saddle horn
jogged againg hisknee. Curious, knowing he had hung nothing there,
he reached down and brought up alittle wash-leather bag that jingled
softly as he opened it and dumped its contentsinto his hand.

"Well, I'll begoto hell."

Starhawk drew her rangy bay mare closer, to look over his
shoulder at the handful of Slver gleaming softly in the dusky moonlight.
"It hasto have been Jeryn,” she said.

Sun Wolf laughed, with relief and triumph and delight. "Nine years
old and aready he knows you don't turn your hired troops off without
pay!”

"Yeah?' Her eyebrowswent up. "And how long do you think his
daddy's troops are going to cover our tracks againgt Illyra once they
redlize he's gone through and rifled every pocket and saddiebag in the
camp?'

Sun Wolf shuddered and shoved the money into the pocket of his
sheepskin jacket. "Kid's going to be hell on whedls when he takes over
Wenshar," hesaid. "Let'sride.”

"And just think," Starhawk mused as they nudged their horsesinto
acanter, north to the distant, jagged line of the mountains under the
sand-colored moon. "The next teacher you find may be even worse."



