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EARTH-AIR-WATER-FIRE

These e ements have sustained the peaceful people of Shaftal for generations, with their subtle powers of
healing, truth, joy, and intuition.

But now Shaftd isdying.

The earth witch who ruled Shafta is dead, leaving no heir. Shafta’ s ruling house has been scattered and
destroyed by the invading Sainnites. The Shaftali have mobilized a guerrillaarmy againgt these marauders,
but every year the cost of resistance grows, leaving Shafta’ sfate in the hands of three people:

Emil the Shaftali paladin: an officer and ascholar whose elemental powers make him an excellent
judge of character;

Zanjathediplomat: the sole survivor of adaughtered tribe, her fire powers bringing the gift of
prescience;

Karisthe metalsmith: ahaf-blood giant whose earth powers can hed and create, but only when she
can muster the strength to hold off her addiction to adeadly drug that suspends her will.

Separately, dl they can do iswatch as Shafta fallsfrom prosperity into lawlessness and famine. If they
can find away to work together, they may just change the course of history.

In thetradition of UrsulaK. Le Guin and Elizabeth Lynn, Laurie J. Marks weaves acomplex tae of
political and persond struggle, set in aworld whose concerns are as familiar astoday’ s headlines.

Praisefor FireLogic

“Laurie Marks brings skill, passion, and wisdom to her new novel. Entertaining and engaging—an
excdlent read!”

—KateElliott

“Thisisatreat: astrong, fast-paced tae of war and paliticsin afantasy world where magic based on the
four eements of achemy not only works but powerfully affectsthe lives of thoseit touches. An unusud,
exciting read.”



—Suzy McKee Charnas

“A glorious cast of powerful, compelling, and gppedingly vulnerable characters struggling to do the right
thing in aworld gone horribly wrong. | couldn’t put this down until I d read it to the end. Markstruly
understands the complex forces of power, desire, and obligation.”

—Nalo Hopkinson

“Sincereading Dancing Jack, I’ ve been yearning for anew book by Laurie Marks, and the long wait
has been rewarded: Fire Logic cuts ddicioudy through the mind to the heart with the delicacy, strength,
beauty, and surgical precision of the layered Damascus stedl blade that provides one of the book’s
central images.”

—Candas Jane Dorsey
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What isworth doing is worth merely beginning.

— MACKAPEE'S Principles for Community
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Who breeches the wall breeches the trust of the people, for without walls
there can be no defense.

—MABIN'S Warfare
Without a history, we cannot distinguish heroes from fools.

—MEDRIC' SHigtory of My Father’ s People

Chapter One

In the border regions of northern Shaftal, the peaks of the mountainsloom over hardscrabble farmholds.
The farmers there build with stone and grow in stone, and they might even be made of stone themselves,
they are so sturdy in the face of the long, bitter winter that comes howling down a them from the
mountains,

The stone town of Kishawould have been asinggnificant asdl the northern towns, if not for the fact that
Makapee, the first G’ deon, had lived and died there. His successor, Lilter, had discovered the
manuscript of the book in which were laid out the principles that were to shape Shafta. During the next
two hundred years, the library built to house the M akapee manuscript had transformed the humble town
into an important place, atown of scholars and librarians who gathered there to study and care for the
largest collection of booksin the country. The library had in turn spawned a university, and the scholars,
forced to live in the bitter northern climate, tried to make their months of shivering indoors by a smoky
pest fireinto an intellectud virtue.

Emil Paadin consdered frosthite asmall priceto pay for the privilege of being astudent in the university
at Kisha. He was older than some of the masters, and his long-time teacher, Parel Truthken, had warned
him that he might be more learned, aswell. For ten years, since hisfirst piercing, Emil had accompanied
Parel on the rounds of histerritory, capturing fleeing wrongdoers and occasionaly executing them when it
was necessary. It was Pardl who had findly arranged Emil’ s admission and who would be paying his
fees. So now Emil had arrived for the spring term, with aletter of introduction that was about to bring him
into the presence of the Makapee manuscript itself.

Despite expensive carpets, rooms crammed with books, and fires that burned year round to prevent the
damp, the library was a chilly and echoing place where men and women in scholar’ s robes tiptoed about.
Being admitted to the Makapee manuscript, which set forth the principles that now unified Shafta, was
like being admitted into atemple. As he put on the silken glovesthat he was required to wear, it occurred
to Emil that Makapee himsdlf would have found thisritua tremendoudy peculiar. Thefirst G’ deon had
been an obscure potato farmer, who sat by a pest fire al winter long, writing of mysteriesin a crabbed,
nearly unreadable handwriting. The paper, Emil had been told, still smelled of peat. He doubted that the
frowning librarian would let his nose come close enough to the paper for him to sniff it, but till, Emil felt
amost giddy with anticipation.

A door opened, and the sound of an urgently ringing bell intruded on the silence. Thelibrarian turned her
head, frowning. “What!” she breathed at the man who hurried towards her.

The man whispered in her ear. Paling, sheturned aside and hurried away. Emil was |eft with the gloveson



his hands and the door to the Makapee vaullt still bolted shut. He felt atearing, a sense of loss so
profound he could not believe it had anything at dl to do with the manuscript. Something momentous had
happened. Dazed, he went through the hdls, following the sound of the bell out into the square that
fronted on thelibrary.

Asthe bell continued to ring, the square became crowded with scholars carrying penswith theink ill
wet on the nibs, librarians carrying books, townsfolk wearing work aprons, with babiesin their amsand
toolsin their hands, and farmers from the countryside in heavy, muddy boots, with satchels on their
shoulders. The farmers must have spotted the messenger on the road, and followed him into town to hear
the news. The messenger’ sdirty, ragged banner hung limp from the bell tower, and Emil could scarcely
make out the single glyph imprinted on it. It was Death-and-Life, he redlized findly, which was commonly
depicted on glyph cards as a pyre into which aman stepped and became a skeleton, or, dternately, from
which a skeleton stepped and became aman. It was the G’ deon’ s glyph, carried through Shaftal only
oncein each G’ deon’slifetime: when the previous G’ deon died and the new one was vested with the
power of Shaftd. It caled the people to smultaneoudy mourn and regjoice. Soon, the messenger would
announce the death of Hardd G’ deon, who had given the land protection and hedlth for thirty-five years,
and would name his successor.

Emil did not envy the young e ementa sdlected to inherit that burden of power and decison. The
government of Shaftal had been in discord for some years, and the coastal regions were occupied by
foreigners who lacked the Paladin compunctions over the use of violence. Thiswas atime that demanded
wisdom, and the new G’ deon would not have much leisureto learnit.

A townswoman with achild dinging to her leg turned to Emil and said anxioudly, “Wdll, it sapity about
Harald. But what | most want to hear isthe name of his successor. It would relieve my heart to know that
the rumors we' ve heard are wrong.”

“Rumors?’ said Emil. “I’m sorry, | wasisolated dl winter, and have only just come into town.”

“Well, they say that even though Harald has known since autumn that he was dying, he refused to namea
successor. Surdly hedid it at the end, though. He' d change his mind when he felt the breath of death at
hishedls. And now dl this Sainnite nonsense will cometo an end, a last, for ayoung G’ deon won't fear
to act againgt them.”

The bell stopped ringing. The messenger, whose road-grimy clothing had once been white, stood up on
the bell platform to speak, but he could utter only a cracked whisper that those closest to him could
scarcely hear. The people pushed a big man forward to stand beside him and listen to hisbroken voice,
then shout hiswordsin avoice that carried across haf the town.

“Hardd G’ deon is dead!”
The gathered people nodded somberly.
“He vested no successor!” the big man boomed.

Some listeners groaned, and others cried out in dismay, but Emil stood slent in horror. 1t was
unimaginable that a G’ deon would alow the accumulated power of ten generations of earth witchesto
diewithhim.

“TheHouse of Lilterwess hasfdlenin aSainnite attack!” the big man shouted. Hiswordswere heard in
stunned silence, followed by an outcry of shock and grief that swelled tofill the square. Thebigman's
fina words could scarcely be heard. “No one survived.”



From every quarter, the townspeople shouted frightened, frenzied questions. The messenger sank down
onto the bell platform and replied in his broken whisper, “1 don’'t know. | don’'t know. | don’'t know.”

Emil had aready stripped off hisslk gloves, and now handed them to anearby librarian—the same one
who had been about to admit him to the vault. “What will become of us?’ she cried.

“Shafta isat war,” hesaid.

He pushed hisway through the weeping crowd and headed for the nearest Paladin charterhouse, where
he knew the members of his order would gather. He noticed that he himsalf was weeping, though, except
for that fird tearing sensation in thelibrary, hefdt nothing. It wasasmal thing, inggnificant beyond
notice, that thefal of the House of Lilterwess had severed Emil’ s soul, separating the scholar from the
soldier, leaving his heart on the steps of the library while hisduty called him away to war.

At the edge of the crowded square, an old man and a young woman observed the aftermath of the
messenger’ sterrible news. Though they did not ook like anyone e se in the square, they were distinctly
smilar to each other: smdl-framed where the Shaftali were surdily built, dark-skinned where the Shaftdi
werefair, with eyesand hair black as obsdian, where the townsfolk were generdly tinted the color of
earth. In dress aso, they stood apart as strangers, wearing long tunics of finely woven goat’ swool and
jerkins and leggings of deerskin, while the working people wore breeches and longshirts. Both had long
hair plaited and knotted at. the backs of their heads. Let loose from its bindings, the young woman's hair
would have brushed her thighs, and the man’ s hair would have reached his knees. Even their faceswere
shaped differently from those of the townsfolk: narrow and pointed, with hollows under the cheekbones
and eyes deep set in shadow.

With their pack animal s tethered nearby, the two strangers stood beside a pile of beautifully woven
blankets and rugs. When the messenger first arrived, they had been negotiating alarge sale to atrader of
woolens. The old man turned from his consideration of the weeping crowd to speak quietly to his
companion, in asubtle, singing language. “ So we cross the boundary into anew world.”

Shesad, “But | fed theworld is dissolving away before us, like acrumbling ledge above acrashing
cataract.”

“Every boundary crossing fedslikethis,” the old man said. “When we cross aboundary, itisaloss, a
death, an ending. It dways seems unendurable. It dways seemslike plunging over acliff.” He added
kindly, “Zanjana Tarwein, what has happened here portends afuture that ismore yoursthan mine. Itis
not too late to change your mind and refuse the gods.”

Though she was young, her face did not seem much given to laughter. She smiled though, ironicaly.
“How shdl | do that? Shdl | unlearn dl | have learned, these last two years? Shdl | tel Salos athat now
| have seen the world beyond the mountains | want nothing to do with it?”

“You could,” he suggested. “The mountains protect our people like afortress. Y ou might retreat behind
those walls and never come out again.”

“No, Speaker,” she said, serioudy and respectfully, “1 could not.”

They stood slently for along time, watching the crowd divide into arm-waving, wildly talking clusters.
The youths sent from the farms | ft to bear their newsto the waiting eders. Zanjaimagined the people of
the entire country standing about like this, bereft and bewildered. She said, “Now the Sainnites will
overpower them like wolves overpower sheep.” Her people got their wool from goats, who were brave



and clever and sure-footed. She had no admiration for sheep.

The Speaker said, “No, | think not. Perhaps the Shaftali people are not wolves, but neither are they
m@l”

The trader findly remembered hisvigitors and their pile of woolens, and came over wringing hishands. “I
don’t know what to say to you. Ashawaa i woolensare aluxury, and | don’t know if | can sdll luxuries
to acountry a war.”

The Spesker said dryly, “Good g, this land has been occupied by Sainnitesfor fifteen years, yet you
never had any difficulty salling your wares before.”

“But now the House of Lilterwess hasfdlen.” The man could not continue. “Come back tomorrow,” he
findly said in achoked voice. “I need to consider my future.”

“I am conddering whether the Ashawala i people would be better served if we sold their woolensto a
more decisive trader. One who will not make us spend an entire afternoon unpacking and repacking with
nothing to show for it.” He gestured, and Zanja, who understood the value of drama, began painstakingly
and with evident wearinessto roll up the large, beautiful rug over which they had been dickering. The
trader thought better of his caution, and money changed hands.

Asthey led their string of sturdy horses away, the old man commented, “We will travel morelightly

The Speaker had said he would bring her to the House of Lilterwess, to introduce her to its most
important residents: Mabin, the council head, the other eeven councilors representing the Orders of
Lilterwess and each of the regions of Shaftal, and Haradd G’ deon himsdlf. Now, the House of Lilterwess
was rubble, the twelve councilors were dead, and so was Harald G’ deon. Now, Zanja asked, “But
wherewill wetravel to?’ The Speaker did not answer.

They walked down one of the town’s main streets until they reached a place where an inn stood on one
sde of theroad, and on the other side stood a Lilterwess charterhouse. The yard was busy with horses
being saddled and armament and supplies being distributed to acompany of Paadins. Most of them
seemed very young, not yet pierced with the first gold earring that would mark the day they took their
vowsto spend their lifein service to Shaftal. Their senior officer, awoman whose two earrings glittered in
the bright spring sun, came over to the fence. “ That’ safine string of animasyou’ ve got there. The
Pdadins have need of them.”

“I am the Spesker for the Ashawala i before the Council of Lilterwess, and these are the only horses and
donkeys owned by my people. Without them, the trade between my people and yours would cometo an
e’]d_”

“That seemsasmdl matter when theworld iscoming to an end.”

“Itisnot asmal matter.” The Speaker leaned his ebows unconcernedly on the fence. “ And you will not
take my peopl€e s stock, for we are protected under the law.”

“What do we know anymore?’ the commander muttered. “Isn’t it againgt the law for children to rideto
war? lsn't it againgt the law for the House of Lilterwessto be turned to rubble?’ She turned rather
agitatedly to shout something at Someone.

“Youmay borrow our donkeys,” said the Speaker, “If we accompany them.”

“Weride out on Paadin business.”



“It isthe Speaker’ s duty to advise and protect our people. For that, we must know all we can about
eventsin Shaftd. And we are katrim, warriors like yoursdlf, with vowsto fulfill. We will observe, and
not interfere, and perhaps we might even be of some help.”

The commander |ooked at them then. She saw two schooled faces and disciplined stances. The
Speaker’ s hands had many small scars, of akind ablade fighter might get in practice bouts. His young
companion’s hands were scarred aso, though not so heavily. Both of them had arather unnerving quality
to their gazes, an intentness and seriousness that seemed amost unnaturaly aert and intelligent. Perhaps
these two had demental tdents. In any case, they amost certainly would be val uable companions.

The commander said, for she was desperate for beasts to carry the gear of war, “Weride to agathering
of Pdladins, and after that we ride againgt the Sainnites. Comewith usif you like, but | can’'t promise
your safety, or the safety of your animals.”

Seeming amused, the Speaker accepted her terms.

Zanjana Tarwein closaly watched these negotiations. Like her, the Speaker once had accompanied his
predecessor when he was ayoung katrim. Like her, he belonged to afire clan, and had been born with
an elemental talent for languages and ingght. And, like her, when he went on hisvision journey he had
dreamed of the god Salos a. Now, by watching him she continued to learn what it meant to be chosen by
the one who crosses between worlds, who seesin dl directions. Though the hawk, the raven, and owl
were al associated with death, Salos awas not akiller like the hawk, or atrickster liketheraven. The
owl conducted soulsto the Land of the Sun, and was a restless wanderer who acknowledged no
boundaries.

Zanjahad dready learned that she who crosses between worldsis astranger everywhere, evenin the
land of her birth. Having lived for six seasons with a Shaftdi farm family, she had devel oped two minds
and two ways of seeing, to go with her two languages. After that, her own family found her peculiar, and
said that she stumbled between contradictory cultures and languages like a drunken fool. The Speaker
had explained, “ That iswhat it means to be a Speaker. Did you think it would be easy or graceful?” He
had added, no more reassuringly, “What you see and know depends on which eyesyou see with.”

Today, she had come to understand more clearly why acrosser of boundaries must learn to see through
the eyes of strangers. Twice today, the Speaker had settled adifferencein hisfavor by constructing an
argument from the materials of his opponent’ s self-interest and values. Asthey began the journey
southward in the company of Paladins, she considered in silence the Speaker’ s methods, and what he
had needed to know about the person he spoke to in order to properly advocate for his people's
interests. Now, when he spoke to her about the towns they passed, and described the peculiar ways and
customs of the people there, she listened attentively, thinking al the while about the potentia useful ness of
theinformation.

The Paladins with whom they journeyed seemed arandom collection: some were well-equipped and
travel-hardened, others had the pale skin and soft hands of scholars and their riding gear was creased
from having been folded away in trunks. More than half of them seemed to have only recently |eft their
family farmholds. Except for the fact that they dl traveled armed, and they shared a propensity for
lengthy, arcane discussions of philosophy, it might have been difficult to tell that they al were members of
the same order.

One of the Paadins had been riding somewhat separate from the others. A man neither young nor old, he



did not eat or drink or join in conversations, and walked away aone when they stopped to rest the
horses. “What about him interests you?’ the Speaker asked Zanja, when he noticed her watching the
man.

“Heisso solitary,” shesaid.
“Isthat al?'Y ou must lissen more carefully to your intuition, or you will not survivefor long.”

She considered the lone man, who now stood a good distance away, gazing at something beyond the far
horizon. “Heisnot merdly sad,” she said. “Heis complex. He knows so much that it weighs him down.
And yet | think he could be merry. The same knowledge that he finds so heavy might also give him joy.”

The Speaker grunted approvingly. “Y ou’ re guessing, of course. But you' re learning to let your
guesswork revea the truth. Now tell me what kind of man you have described.”

Zanjaconsdered some more, and abruptly felt quite stupid. “ Of course, heisafireblood, like us”

“Next time,” the Speaker said, “It will not take so long for you to redizeit.”

* * %

They had neared their journey’ s end when the solitary man, with gpparent effort, began making himself
more convivia. Eventualy, he dropped back and waked his horse beside the Speaker’ s and soon had
convinced Zanjd steacher to give alengthy, detailed exposition of the differences between the
Ashawdad i and the Shaftdi people.

The solitary man’s name was Emil. Hetold them that after fifteen years asa Pdadin, he recently had been
pierced with the earring of Regard. He self-conscioudy fingered the two gold earringsin hisright earlobe.
“I suppose they’ Il make me acommander now,” he said, without enthusiasm. “And what will become of
you, now that we have no G’ deon or Lilterwess Council for you to speak to? How will you advocate for

your people?’

The Speaker said, “In just afew years, these problemswill be Zanja's, so perhaps she should answer
your question.”

Zanjawas unprepared, but she could not defer to her elders when the Speaker made it so clear she must
think for hersdf. “ As Shaftd changes, my duties must change aswell,” she said. “But how could | say
how Shaftal isgoing to change? Perhaps Shaftal will form anew government, to which | might be an
ambassador. Or perhapsthe Sainniteswill.” Emil looked rather startled by this grim possibility, but
refrained from objecting. “ Perhaps Shafta will become aland of violence and confusion,” she continued,
“And | will keep that turmoil from affecting my people.”

The Speaker grunted with agpproval, which encouraged her to add, “ Perhaps my dutieswill become
impossibleto fulfill.”

“Perhapsthey will,” the Speaker said.

But Emil, who seemed much impressed by her answer, said, “Impossible? For awoman of lesstaent,
perhaps.”

The Ashawda i did not compliment each other so directly. Zanja glanced confusedly at the Speaker,
who said on her behdf, “Y ou aretoo kind.”

“We have arrived,” said Emil, standing up in his stirrups to see better. For sometime they had been



traveling among wagons laden with food being trangported from the farmholds of the region. Now, the
woods had opened up into avast clearing filled with Paladin encampments, wagons, animals, equipment,
and food tents. A harried woman directed the wagonsin one direction and the Paladinsin another. At the
top of the hill before them stood a complex of buildings, aPaadin charterhouse. “ The generdswill be
there,” said Emil, “and that’ swhere | must go, to learn my future.”

Hetook each of their handsin turn, as he bid them farewell. “ Perhgpswe' Il meet again,” he said, and
rode up thehill.

Along with the hundreds of fretful Paadins, seething with rumors and tales of fresh disaster, the Speaker
and his student camped upon the hillsde. Before nightfal, awagonload of travelers, accompanied by a
handful of Paladin outriders, made itsway up the dusty track from the highway. Word swept through the
gathered Paladinslike the turning of atide: the new arrivals were refugees from the House of Lilterwess,
and Councilor Mabin traveled among them, unharmed. “I believe thisrumor,” said the Speaker
thoughtfully. “The House of Lilterwesswaslike acity within abuilding, with hundreds of residents and
plenty of defenders. | found it difficult to believe that no one at al escaped the attack. And Councilor
Mabin has aways struck me as someone who would survive, whenever survivd ispossible”

Though the gathered Paladins crowded expectantly around the charterhouse, the hour grew late without
any fresh news, and finally the companies began making ready for bed. Zanjaand the Speaker dso dept,
but he awoke her before dawn, and they quietly made their way among deeping Paladins and smoldering
campfires. The blacksmith dept beside hisanvil, the horses dozed in their fied, the guard & the hostel
door seemed adeegp on hisfeet and blinked at them blearily when the Speaker addressed him. “Tell
Councilor Mabin that the Speaker of the Ashawaa i wishesto discussthe future with her.”

“Y ou would disturb her rest?” durred the deepy guard.
“I know sherises early, beforethe sun, if shedeepsat dl.”

The guard sent for aPaladin officer, who inquired about the Speaker’ s business and informed him that
Mabin was not to be disturbed. Eventually, though, the Speaker’ s courteous persistence was rewarded
and they were brought into the silent, plain building, and shown to adisarranged room where abrisk fire
burned and awoman sat busily writing at a desk scattered with candle stubs. “ Speaker,” she greeted
him, without setting down her pen.

“Councilor. My apprentice, Zanjand Tarwein.”
Zanja, remembering that the Shaftali do not knedl to their elders, bowed instead.
“I think that’ safresh pot of tea,” Mabin said distractedly.

Zanjaserved theteain the Shaftali style, and the Councilor took no notice of her, even when Zanja
handed her the cup and offered her the plate of bread. The Speaker politely expressed hisdelight at
finding Mabin unharmed, and his sadness and concern at hearing of the G’ deon’ s passing. Apparently
finished writing, Mabin rose from the desk and said impatiently, “Harald G’ deon was afool, who brought
this disaster upon his own people with his obstinacy and idiocy. Now | done am |eft to rebuild thisruin.
Do you think | even want to hear his name spoken again?1 only wish he had died sooner.”

She paced angrily to the fireplace, drained her teacup, and held it out for Zanjato refill. “ Speaker, | will
instruct my peopleto treat you as a Paladin commander, so that you may be asinformed asanyoneis
about Harald' s desth and the Fall, and our plansfor the future. Now, as| am the only governor |eft alive,
| am being taken into hiding until we can rebuild our strength and organize the defense of Shaftd.”



“I am certain you intend no insult,” the Speaker said. “But | am asimportant to my peopl€ ssurviva as
you areto yours. Surely you can spare alittle time to advise me.”

Therewas asilence. Mabin took a piece of bread from the plate Zanja offered her, and this time seemed,
momentarily, to see her. “Are all the Speakersfire bloods?”’

Though it was surprising to be assessed so accurately with amere glance, Zanjareplied, “ Yes,
Councilor. A fire blood’ singght is useful when wandering astrange land.”

Mabin looked away, seeming to dismiss, not just her but al fire talent. She said to the Speaker, “I
suggest you tell your peopleto guard their passes. And you should make certain the Ashawaa i remain
beneath the notice of the Sainnites. They kill those who threaten them, exploit those who can help them,
and ignore everyone else. Make certain that your people areignored.”

The door opened, and ayoung woman, somewhat older than Zanja, entered. She wore black, bore
arms, and her hair was cut short like a Paladin’s. Her gaze paused briefly on Zanja, leaving her redling
like a pot that has been scoured. “Madam Councilor, we are ready to leave.”

“Will you pack up those papers for me?’” Mabin went out to speak to someonein the hall, and returned
to tell the Speaker the name of the commander she had designated to deal with his concerns. She said to
the young woman in black, “ They are gathering the Pladins so | can address them before | leave. You
travel ahead in the wagon, and I'll catch up with you on horseback.

“Y es, Madam Councilor.”

The Speaker scarcely had time to thank Mabin. The councilor was swept out into a crush of
commanders who had arrived to escort her to address what remained of her army. The door shut behind
her, and now the room lay silent. The Speaker Sghed asif with relief, and Zanjahurried over to pour him
afresh cup of teaas he sat down in an armchair by the fireplace. He sipped from his cup, gazing into the
flames as his damp boots began to steam. Papersrustled as the young woman in black ordered them
meticuloudy into a pile and then wrapped them and tied them in aleather cover. Zanja stood by the tea
table and watched her covertly.

Zanjacould not easily categorize this discomforting young woman. She seemed hard and tired, which
might be expected in one who had recently survived and escaped a devastating attack. Though she
looked like aPaladin, Zanjadid not think she was one. She was old enough to have taken her vows, but
her earlobe was unadorned. Plus, she had an unsettling quality that made Zanja suspect an demental
talent, though she did not recognize which ement.

The young woman looked up and caught Zanja s eye. Her gaze was dmost unendurable. Trying to back
away, Zanjastumbled into the tea table. The young woman turned aside without aword, picked up the
packet of papers, and left the room.

The Speaker said, without removing his gaze from thefire, “We have none like her among the
Ashawddi.”

“Sheisanair blood?’ Zanjaguessed, for the' Ashawala i had only earth and fire clans, and water bloods
were rare everywhere.

“Sheisan ar demental, and a Truthken. Now you know why the Truthkens are so feared.”

Zanjadill felt the effects of that young woman'’ sregard, even though she was no longer in the room.
“Yes, | fdt asthough her look inveded me.”



“Intime she'll learn more subtlety, | assume. Do you want to hear the Councilor’ s speech? | mysdlf have
nointerestinit.”

“I suppose she ll beinspiring,” Zanjasad.

The Speaker glanced up at her, amused. “1 have never learned to love Mabin ether, though she has
many admirers. Have acup of teg, at least. Y ou may never again taste green teaasfine asthis, and if we
don't drink it, it will go to waste.”

She poured hersdlf acup, and went over to the room’s one small window to look out at the dawning
day. Thewindow viewed the back of the charterhouse, an unkempt garden of herbs and flowersthat
were just sarting to bloom, and the track that led to the stables. As she watched, awagon was brought
out and loaded with baggage and people. The last to arrive was the young Truthken, still carrying the
packet of papers, but now escorting another person. Zanja pressed her face to the windowpane,
intrigued by the strange appearance of the Truthken’ s companion. She was very tal—taller than agrown
man—1but thin and gangly as an adolescent in agrowth spurt, with big hands and feet, wearing clothing
she seemed to have outgrown. Her hair was atangled bird' s nest. The Truthken walked her to the wagon
asif shewere aprisoner or a puppet. On the tall woman’ s face was an expression of blank, stunned
despair. Zanjawatched the wagon roll away. She did not know what she had seen, but she knew that it
wasterrible. She remained at the window long after the wagon had passed out of sight.

Chapter Two

Onefineday in early autumn, nine years after the fall of the House of Lilterwess, two Sainnite soldiers
impatiently waited for the stablehand to bring them their horses. The cool air was freshened by winter’'s
distant breath, but no hint of the mud season’ sfirst rainclouds had yet appeared in the sky. The soldiers
complained about the cold, as though they had never lived through a Shaftali winter, and did not know
they would soon be longing for aday thiswarm.

“A thankless day’ swork it will be,” grumbled one, tightening the buckles on her cuirass of boiled leather.

“Isthisasoldier swork?’ Her companion was younger and bulkier than she, and carried anumber of
weapons. swords, daggers, even asmall battle-ax, as though he intended to spend the day in grudling,
hand-to-hand fighting. “ Breaking heads to force reluctant peasants to hand over afew coins. . .”

“We'll take suppliesinstead of money. Gladly.” She checked her three pistolsto see that they were
properly loaded.

“What, are wefilthy tradesmen?’

“Wearesoldiers,” she said, “who need to eat. And the peasants—"

“—don't know their frigging place—"

“—literaly!” she concluded. “If they would just lie down and do what they’ re supposedto do . . .”

Their conversation deteriorated. The stablehand, who had become dl too familiar with the Sainnites
assumptions about what non-Sainnites were good for, deliberately knelt in horse dung as she checked the
horse’ s hooves. She was grimy aready, but wanted to make certain the soldiers found her unappealing.

“How long doesit take to saddle two horses?” said the man, banging his booted foot againgt the floor as
though he were a horse himsdlf.



“That gablehand isawaysdow. A smpleton.”

“All barbarians are. And they livelike animals.” The soldier’ slip curled as the stable hand brought out the
horses. “L ook at her. She’ sbeen ralling in horse dung. She may even et it, for dl we know.”

The woman companionably made a retching sound, and set to work checking over her mount with
insulting care, testing every strap and buckle. The stablehand stood back, gaze humbly lowered. Though
the soldier had found nothing wrong with the horse' s gear, she cuffed her casudly on the way out the
door.

Asthe two soldiersrode off to harass the people they called peasants, the stablehand raised her dark
eyesto gaze after them. She said softly in her own language, “ Y ou two will dietoday.” It wasnoidle
threat. She sensed the death awaiting them, hidden in the woods not too far out of town.

Zanjand Tarwein's prescience had been particularly heightened thisyear, for to live safely among the
Sainnites required a degree of caution and conscientiousness that verged on the supernatura. For months
now, she had been dodging attention as meticuloudy and indtinctively astherat that lives underfoot,
unnoticed. The gift of prescience was atroubling talent: useful when it came to guarding her own safety,
digtracting and unnerving when she became conscious of pending eventsin which she did not careto
intervene. Perhaps adull winter at home among her people would suppress her foresight to amore
tolerablelevd.

She had returned to the dreary work of mucking out the stals, but paused at the thought of home.
Suddenly, between one breath and the next, she decided it wastimeto leave the Sainnite garrison.

She had covertly learned their language, and she had learned much el se that | eft her worried and
distressed. The Sainnites were skilled fighters, accomplished tacticians, and ruthless oppressors. She did
not want to know any more. She had done her duty; she had crossed into the Sainnites’ world.
Thankfully, the same god that required her to travel between worlds did not forbid her to travel home

again.

Zanjand Tarwein leaned her pitchfork on the wal, fetched her money pouch from its hiding place,
dropped it down the front of her filthy shirt, and left the stable. At thistime of day, the garrison waslively
with the orderly and energetic activity that she had reluctantly cometo admire. A company of soldiers
was delicately weeding aflower bed—the Sainnitesloved flowers, and cultivated them in every inch of
bare ground. Disabled soldiers were busy with the housekeeping: sweeping and scrubbing one or another
item that Zanjawould have siworn had just been cleaned the day before. Pigs were being daughtered in
the kitchen yard, and the practice field was crowded with soldiers who sweated and grunted and shouted
with triumph or dismay.

That spring, when she had first presented herself at the garrison gate, agood portion of the day had
passed before she was able to communicate that she had learned there might be work in the garrison for
border people like herself—barbarians, according to the Sainnites, who stupidly assumed that the border
people could not be spies because they had no tiesto the land of Shaftal. Now, leaving the garrison in
early autumn, Zanja had to wait no longer than it took the bored soldier to unlock the gate. She didn’'t
even have to display the empty bottle of horse liniment she had brought with her as an excuse for going
out.

By contrast to the garrison, the streets of the city were practically deserted. Asthework of harvest drew
to aclose, the city would fill with farmers. But now, Zanjawalked down an empty street hung with
tradesmen’ s shingles, marked with glyphsthat Zanjahad never learned to interpret. One had an
Ashawaadi rug on display that Zanjaremembered selling to anorthern trader the year before. She



proceeded cautioudy, for even though someone as ragged as she seemed an unlikely target for thieves,
smoke addicts were known to steal anything from anyone, often in broad daylight. She had been forced
to go unarmed al summer, and though this was not the first time she had wished earnestly for awespon,
she hoped that it would bethelast.

She turned down a side street and stepped into the narrow doorway of a public bath, startling the
proprietor from her doze over the account books. Surely the woman had seen plenty of dirty people
come through her door, but still shewrinkled her nose. “I hope you have something clean to wear.”

Zanjasad, “Yes, | sored my belongingswith you in the spring. You'll remember mewhen thedirt is
washed off.”

“Oh, yes” shesad. “ Shaftd’s Name, you certainly are changed. I’ d better get the water heating. A lot of
water.”

Alonein aprivate room, Zanjasat naked on the bench and painstakingly undid the tight plaits of her hair.
When the woman and her assistant arrived bearing between them avat of hot water, Zanjaknelt over the
drain and alowed hersdlf to be doused with water, briskly scrubbed with brushes and foaming soap, and
doused again. Her skin was raw before the last of the dirt had been scrubbed away. The two bath
attendants chattered about people she had never met and would never meet asthey washed her hair,
treated it with various mysterious unguents, and combed it for her. In an ecstasy of cleanliness, Zanja
gladly paid what they charged, and when she | eft was dressed in her accustomed goat’ swool and
deerskin clothing, with adagger at the small of her back and her stablehand’ srags|eft behind on the ash
heap. She doubted that the Sainnites would even notice that she was gone.

The city was built on ahilltop. As shel€ft thelast of its crowded buildings behind, the land opened up
below her: fieldsand forest bright in the vivid light of autumn. Somefiddslay barren, their bounty aready
picked and plowed under. Some were striped with hay rows. Others were aive with industry, as whesat
fell before the scythe and potato forks turned up the soil. Zanja, though her back and shoulders ached
from the summer’ sdreary labor, felt amoment’ sguilt a her lazinessin such abusy time. She decided to
avoid the farmlands and deep in thewoods, lest shefind hersdf recruited, willy-nilly, into the frenzy of
harvest. The weather would hold, she thought, examining the sky. She settled her burdens on her
shoulders and started briskly northward, toward the mountains that at the moment lay far below the
horizon.

A few hours ater, she found the dead soldiers. The ravens had arrived before her, and hopped
reluctantly away as she approached, uttering insultsin their harsh, secret language. The Paladins had done
their work as briskly as any butcher, and ddliberately |eft the bodies to be found. The man who had
banged hisfoot on the floor like a horse had been shot with apistol and then finished with adagger. The
woman whosefist had left an aching bruise on Zanja' s cheekbone had been shot threetimes. The horses
had been recruited to serve the resistance, Zanja assumed. The two Sainnites must have been ambushed
here by anumber of concealed marksmen, now long gone, perhaps hunting the other Sainnites who had
foolishly assumed the members of the resstance would be a home helping with the harvest.

In the near distance, Zanja could hear the voices of the farmers, breathlesdy singing aworking song to
keep their energy from flagging as the afternoon grew old. The smél of violence suffused the bright air.
Theravens jostled each other impatiently, edging their way back to the feast. Thiswas still Shaftal, Zanja
told hersdlf, but it seemed like an dien land.



A year after thefdl of the House of Lilterwess, Councilor Mabin' s book, Warfare, had become the
manua for insurgency throughout Shaftal. People whose lives had until then been the very modd of
pescefulnessjoined the Paadins—the new Paadins, Mabin caled them, for they did not give up their
families or take complicated vows. Soon, every region of Shaftal that the Sainnites occupied aso
supported acompany of irregular fighterswho madeit their businessto cause the Sainnites no end of
misery. Theretdiating Sainnites, perhaps thinking to prevent any book from having such an impact again,
destroyed dl the printing presses, the paper mills, the schools, and the libraries. They executed everyone
whose ear was pierced, everyone who appeared to be learned, everyone who had or was rumored to
have an dementd gift. They hunted and killed any member of an old order, even the Healers, though their
vows forbade them to fight. To escape the harassment of the Paladins, the Sainnites built garrisonsin
which they could secure themsalves, from which they exercised an iron control over the commerce of the
cities upon which they depended for the taxes that ensured their surviva. The countryside, however,
remained firmly in the control of the Pdadins and of the farmers who fed and sheltered them.

Zanja steacher developed a shortness of bregth that left him unable to endure therigors of travel, and
she became Speaker at age twenty-two. Traveling beyond the borders, she became adept at avoiding
the frequent, brief armed confrontations between Sainnites and Paladins. She learned the side roads and
byways, since the main roads were frequently patrolled by foul-tempered Sainnites. She could not avoid
the cities, though, where to sdll her woolens shefirst had to bribe the guards, and afterwards hand over a
substantia portion of her profits. In the countryside, the Paadins sometimes were not much easier to ded
with, for, like the Sainnites, they had become violently suspicious of any stranger, and especidly a
stranger like Zanja, whose dark coloring made her uncomfortably visible, and whose presence and
purpose could not be easily explained.

She continued to serve her people and her god, however precarioudy. But every year, she wondered
how long she could continue. That she would eventualy be caught up and killed in the random violence of
the unending war seemed inevitable. But this year, as she reclaimed her horses from the farmers who had
looked after them that summer, and continued homeward on northerly roads, she carried anew fear with
her. Thefear haunted her as the roads became narrow tracks and findlly disappeared entirely, leaving her
to navigate her way by the stars, the shape of the land, and sheer common sense. The fear followed her
as she entered and scaled the mountains, following ways so rardly traversed that scarcely thetrace of a
path could be seen. She returned home to her people, as she did every autumn, but this year, living
among the Sainnites had | eft her wondering whether her peopl€ s future was any more certain than her
own.

The flashing mirrors of the sentinels aerted the village of her coming, and her clan brother, Ransd, met
her on the path as he usudly did. “Zanjal Home so soon? Did you grow tired of breaking the hearts of
the Shaftali women and decide to bresk the hearts of katrim instead?’

She gave asnort of amusement, for Ransd knew perfectly well that she had no great accumulation of
discarded lovers on either side of the border. “I grew tired, anyway,” she said.

“And you missed me?’
She eyed him with mocking doubt. “Wdll. . .”

Helaughed. Ransdl was dways laughing, aways mocking, alwaystelling jokes or making up crazy
riddles. The raven god, atrickster himsalf and agrest practical joker, had chosen Ransel to serve him,
and Ransdl did so with unremitting enthusiasm. “ Say you were londly!” he teased. “ Admit that the



inconquerably self-sufficient Zanjana Tarwein was about to expire from the poison of solitude! Say
tl,]a_”

He could go on likethisforever if not interrupted. “1 was,” shesad. “Terribly londly. Asl dwaysam.”

Hefdl slent. She put her arm around hiswaist, and he gripped her affectionately across the shoulders.
“Wdl,” hefindly said, “You'relonely no longer. Let’sgo climbing tomorrow.”

“Climbing! And what exactly do you think I’ ve been doing for eight days now?’

“Y ou've been climbing done. Climbing with your brother, that is completdly different.”

“No doubt. Anything done with you is completely different. But the elders will want me tomorrow.”
“Oh,” hesneered. “The elders!”

“Has the weather been fine?’

“Other than the occasiond touch of frost and flurry of snow.”

“Will it hold until the day after tomorrow?’

“It might. But whether | will be offended at being put off to accommodate a bunch of cresking,
sdf-important—"

“— eaders of the people,” she said pointedly.

“You'renofun,” he grumbled. “ Did you bring me something?’ He glanced hopefully &t the heavily laden
horses.

“I'll answer that question when we go climbing.”
“Ahal A bribe! Well then, since you know my price, | shal agree”

They walked companionably together, behind the horses, who kept up an eager pace because they could
amell the nearness of home. “So tell methe news” Zanjasaid. She did not usualy haveto prompt him.

He said, soberly for once, “Well, | don’t know agood way to tell you this, my sister. The Speaker is
dead.”

She stopped in her tracks. Ransdl’ s momentum carried him a couple of steps beyond her, and he turned
around. “Here,” he said. “ St for amoment. The horses know the way.”

He squatted on his hedl's beside her in the middle of the path. “It was aquiet thing. One morning, he
smply did not wake up. Saos ahad come during the night to carry him across hislast boundary.”

“Without anyone thereto remind him of the stories of hislife.”
“| am sure there was no need. Sdlos aknows hislife already.”

“I wanted to be there at hisdeath. And | needed to ask him . . .” To the astonishment and
embarrassment of them both, she abruptly began to weep, and could not get hersalf under control for
sometime. As much as she looked forward to Ransdl’ s staunch affection, she had |ooked forward to her
long conversations with her old teacher, the only one she could confide in. Though she had taken over his
duties and position, she il relied heavily on his advice. Now, when she needed most to ask him what to



do, Salos ahad taken him off to afar land where he could not possibly be so badly needed.

Sheraised her head at last. Ransel, uncertain what to do in this unprecedented situation, had smply
looked away and was courteoudly pretending not to have noticed her tears. She stood up, wiping her
face, and they continued down the path. After awhile, Ransel, somewhat muted at first, began to tell her
al the other events of the summer, as he dways did. By the time they reached the AshaValley, where
Zanja s peoplethrived in peaceful comfort, she had gotten more surefooted as she tread the precarious
edge of sorrow, and was ableto keep from faling into it again.

The next day, she spoke to the elders, who gathered in the elder-house to hear her. She told them of her
summer with the Sainnites, and she told them of the fear she now carried with her. Whileliving with the
Sainnites, she had learned the extent of their arrogance and their ignorance. She had learned that the
Sainnitesfeared Shafta: they feared its supposedly conquered peoplefor their tenacious refusd to give
up thefight; they feared the rage and bitterness that they themselves had caused; they even feared the
long, harsh winter that to them seemed arbitrary and undeserved as a curse from avengeful god. And she
had learned to fear the Sainnites m return, after she learned that, because they were exilesin aland they
detested, they could be destructive and vindictive in away no sane people could tolerate. She reminded
the elders of the weaponsthat kill at adistance, and of the smoke drug that insdioudly killed the will and
Spirit of Shaftali city dwellers.

All morning and well into the afternoon, shetried to convince the elders of their danger. When shewas
finished, they placidly replied that the Sainnites were indeed dangerous, and so it was fortunate that they
had no reason to even notice aremotetribal people like theirs.

They agreed to post additiond sentinelsin awide circleaday’ sjourney outsdethevaley, sothat if a
danger were to approach them, they would at least know of it in advance. But they refused to develop a
plan for how to defend the village againgt attack, since it would have required them to explain the danger
to the Ashawadai people. “When you are old,” they said to Zanja, “you will understand. Now, it is
difficult for you to see how eadly that which isright and good can be changed, and how difficult itisto
change it back again. Y ou say that our people are endangered by these Sainnites. But you do not see that
fearing the Sainniteswould endanger them even more certainly.”

On aday aswarm as summer, Zanjaand Ransel went climbing to a place they knew, a high meadow not
too far from the groaning edge of aglacier. From there, it seemed they could seeto the end of the world.
Ransd entertained her with accounts of his many love affairs, and then advised her at length about which
of the women katrim might be amenable to her advancesthiswinter. She listened carefully, for hewasa
good matchmaker. Eventudly, their conversation trailed off, and they lay along timein silence,
haf-adegp in thewarm sunshine.

“You arelike an umbilica cord,” she said to him after awhile.

Ransdl had a sweet tooth, and she had surreptitioudy brought him atin of sweetmeats from Shaftal. “An
umbilica cord!” he exclaimed gtickily. “What kind of compliment isthat for a katrim?”

“I didn’t mean to compliment you. Y ou’ re conceited enough aready. | meant to say that the Speaker had
no friend like you, and I’ m thinking that he must have dreaded coming home much morethan | do. Even
with your help, it sapainful passage.”



Ransel unwrapped the stiff waxed paper from another sweetmeat. “He never was contented,” he said.
“But then, neither are you.”

“I'll dwaysthink | am hisstudent.” Zanjarolled over in the warm grass, sartling a couple of tiny rabbits
back into their holes. “ An umbilical cord,” she repested. *Y ou connect and nourish me, and | do nothing
but kick you in the somach.”

Ransdl gestured with the sweetmest tin, his mouth too busy for talking.
“I corrupt you,” sheinterpreted, “with forbidden luxuries. That isno gift.”

“Mmm,” he said. “Good thing your grim moods adways pass, for they are very tiresome. | love you out of
sf-interest, as you know full well. Even though you whisper not aword to me of al you see and know,
people ill think that | am privy to your secrets, which gives me an excuse to act sdf-important. Not only
that,” he continued, while she uttered a snort of laughter, ”but since you are apresciant, you can save me
from my ownidiocy, if you care enoughto doiit.”

“Solong as|’m beside you.”

“Wadll, your lengthy absences are adrawback. But when matters go badly, you surely are the one | want
guarding my back. Whoever’ swith you will survive just asyou will. Won't your prescience send you
running home when | most need you here? I it does, | swear I’ [l do whatever you command, for I'd
rather be aive and humble than dead and proud.”

Zanjaclosed her eyes and pretended to doze in the sunshine. Shefelt so tired after her summer with the
Sainnitesthat she wondered whether an entire winter’ srest would revive her. But she had not dept well
since her homecoming, which was one of many things she could not tell Ransdl, lest she do him aworse
disservice than she did by smuggling in comfitsfor him. Only the elders of the people were judged mature
and experienced enough that they could safely know of the world beyond the mountains without being
changed or corrupted by the knowledge.

“Why do you sgh?’ Ransdl asked.
“I suppose | do havetdent,” Zanjasaid. “But it never seemstaent enough.”

Ransdl nodded, and said sententioudly, “The na Tarweins are never satisfied.”

Chapter Three

Much that Zanja admired about the Shaftali people began to disappear. She saw hospitality replaced by
suspicion, and open-handedness replaced by closed fists. When once strangers had been happy to sit
down with her and talk about their lives, she now could not enter atavern unless shewaswillingto Stin
solitude with acircle of silence surrounding her. Meanwhile, in the AshaValey, her peoplelooked after
their croplands and hunted in the forest, herded their goats and spun the goat’ swool. Children respected
and learned from their elders. Katrim visited other scattered peoples that inhabited the mountains, and
returned with gifts of beautiful pottery, beaverskin robes, and ddlicate shells. The katrim patrolled and
watched over their territory, and no danger gppeared. Zanja, who year after year was reminded anew of
the Sainnites brutality, did not become complacent. But in the Asha Vdley, the peaceful, timeless effort
of her peoplé€ slives remained undisturbed and unchanged. Perhapsit was true that ignorance would
protect the Ashawala i against corruption.

Fifteen years had passed since thefall of the House of Lilterwess, when one summer Zanja began to hear



of troublein the Midlands, wherein the region of Reesa particularly brutal Sainnite commander was
devadtating the countryside in alargely successful effort to decimate the Paladins who opposed him.
Working her way southward to find out as much as she could, Zanjawas accosted in nearly every region
by wrought-up Paadins. Findly, four days journey from the border of Rees, she found hersdlf
surrounded by one-time farmers, whose hardening to Sainnite violence had left them incapable of
recognizing the subtle fact that not all strangers are enemies.

They confiscated her dagger, her horses and pack animals, her money, and al her gear and trade goods,
and told her she should be grateful to be escaping with her life. It was useless and dangerousto argue
with them, so she did as she was told, walking away down the road in the opposite direction from the
one she wished to go. But as soon as she knew she was no longer observed, she returned back through
thewoods. Shewas ableto travel quickly across country, running most of the time, keeping theroad in
sght until she had caught up with her stolen horses and their gleeful escort. She followed, careful to keep
anger from overriding common sense, and watched from a distance asthe Pdadinsfinaly divided her
belongings and separated, each going in a separate direction.

It seemed clear that they were not bringing her horses and belongingsto their company commander.
Zanjareturned to the origina watchpost by the side of the road, and spent an uncomfortable night in the
undergrowth, within hearing of the garrulous farmers, who kept themselves awake with storytdling. At
dawn, alonefoot traveler gpproached through the woods to take their report and bring them fresh bread
to eat. When the lone traveler |eft, sheled Zanjato aremote, apparently abandoned farmhouse. Zanja
had only to walk up to the door and knock.

“| seek the commander of Damar Company,” she said politely to the startled Paladin who opened the
door. “I am Zanjana Tarwein, the Speaker for the Ashawaai.”

She heard the digtinct voice of the woman she had followed these two days, exclaming, “Name of
Shaftal! | kept thinking someone was following me, but | thought it would beimpossible. . .

So many of the Paladin commanders had been killed during and shortly after the Fall that agrest number
of people had been promoted beyond their abilities or talent. Fortunately, when she was dlowed to
enter, the commander of Damar Company eyed her with acertain intelligence, a least. “You arealong
way fromthe Ashawdai,” hesaid.

“I try to learn what | can about the dangers that might threaten my people. When | heard about the
troublesin Rees, | came down to see what was happening.”

The commander said skepticdly, “Reesisno place for dilettantesthis year.”

“I amasoldier likeyou.” Zanjafolded her scarred hands before her, though she doubted he could see
them in the dim light. “ But the people of your command took my weapon—not here, but on the road to
Rees. And they took my horses, my money, and my trade goods.”

The woman exclamed, “ They never mentioned—"

The commander hushed her. “ Fighting the Sainnitesis expensive, | regret to say, and Damar isa poor
region.”

“So the Paladins of Damar have become thieves?’

The commander gestured impatiently. “We are at war,” he said, as though that excused every immora
act. “But | will seetoit that your horses and belongings are recovered.”



He did not say that he would punish the wrongdoers, but Zanja had no choice but to be satisfied for now.
So, because there was no help for it, she became the guest of Damar Company while waiting for her
belongings to be recovered. At least she was able to use the time to her advantage, for the commander
sent her with an escort into Rees.

In Rees, she saw avillage that had been burned to the ground because one of the households had
sheltered a Paladin. She heard about entire families daughtered because one member served in Rees
Company. She saw pale, hope ess veterans with legs and arms amputated. Shefindly met some of the
aurvivors of Rees Company: harried, haf-mad fighterswho hurried her out of their camp because they
feared that the Sainnite commander would exercise her near-supernaturd ability to find them wherever
they sheltered. Zanjaand her companion gave the poor souls all the food they had, for the Reesfarmers
were S0 terrorized that they dared not feed their own soldiers any more, and the few surviving Paadins
were Sarving.

Zanjareturned to Damar much sobered, to find that most of her goods and horses had been recovered,
and that the rest, the commander assured her, would arrive soon. Soon after her return, a messenger
arrived, and the commander summoned Zanja “Can you read?’

“I can read the alphabet, but not glyphs.”

He showed her anote, much begrimed with long travel, that included a description of her and her gear,
and requested that if she were spotted anywhere, she be directed to return home at once.

Never before had Zanja, or the Speaker before her, been summoned home like this. She left her goods
and pack animasin the care of some honest farmers and hurried homeward by the most flexible and least
noticeable means of travel, her own two feet. She was a hardened traveler, but even though sheran
whenever the way was reasonably flat, the journey seemed interminable. It was nearly mid-summer when
she saw before her the sky-piercing pesks of stark gray stone where Winter set by next year’s supply of
sow.

Katrim watched al the passes from the high vantage of nearly invisible shelters of sone and mud, and for
many years now the easy paths had been left choked with stone as barriers againgt invasion. She
followed anarrow, precarious way thet paralleled the river down the mountainside, gradualy losing
atitude, until trees came crowding up the canyons once again. At abend of theriver, the valey opened
up and the village of Zanja' s people came into sight. Ransel was hurrying up the path to meet her.

“How long hasit been since you saw the AshaValey in summer?’ he asked. “Morethan haf your life, |
think.”

It was indeed quite odd to seethetreesin ledf, the fields of corn and squash being hoed, the goats
grazing in theflood plain, and the children swimming in the river. She had dmost forgotten what afine
placethisvdley wasin summertime.

“Wdll, Alastad na Parsaiis dead,” Ransdl added.

She gazed a him, baffled. For seventy years, Alastad had guaranteed the success of the Ashawaad i
crops, given hedlth to the newborns, advised the elders, predicted the weather, suggested the best times
to gather nuts or hunt deer, and eased the dying into death. The Ashawala i had been fortunate to have
an earth witch of such talent for so many years, and it was certainly amatter of concern that he was
dead, and that no earth clan had yet produced another so gifted. “But that is no reason to fetch me—"

Ransdl had become one of the finest katra dancersin the village, and had the scarsto show for it. He
had afresh cut on hisarm, doppily bandaged and leaking blood. “1 know that something untoward has



happened,” he said. “ Some katrim and hunters are in disgrace. The elders need your advice. That' sdl
anyonewill say.”

They walked together across the valey and into the village. Busy, preoccupied people shouldered their
way down narrow pathways between the close-built clan lodges. Summer’ swarmth had brought forth
the village' smiasma. Outsideits limits, the most noticeable smell had been that of the latrines. Now, the
changing scents marked the ddlineations of the village' s many industries: from the stink of the dye vatsto
the piercing smels of the tanner’ syard. The smell of burnt fat and roasted corn distinguished the na Parsa
lodge, where afunerd feast must have recently been served.

They reached the lodge of the na Tarweins, upon whose walls each of the nine bird gods were painted
with equa skill and prominence, so that none would fed dighted. Painted dementa flameswrithed
around the doorway, where aloosaly-woven summer rug kept out the flies. Ransel told her that the
na Tarwem eders wished to see her done, so she bid him farewell and promised to find himin the
summer camp, after sunset.

Zanja stepped into the lodge and dropped to one knee. The mother of the na Tarwein clan, ahazy shape
inthedim light of the lodge, rose up from her stool and stepped forward to accept her greeting. As
Zanja s eyes adjusted to the shadows, she identified three other clan elders, each seated upon alow
stool, with an atendant child cross-legged at their feet. Still knedling, she greeted each of the eldersin
turn, and only then stood up to be clasped in the clan mother’ s arms and accept her offer of tea.

One of the children hastened to pour a cup of teafrom the pot upon the hearth. The precious porcelain
cup fit perfectly into the palm of Zanja s hand, and felt light and smooth as aleaf from atree. She sat
down upon thefloor at a gesture from the clan mother, and durped politely from her cup.

The clan mother said, “With the death of Alastad, | fear we may lose the prosperity of the people.”
Zanjareplied, “ Surely an earth child will soon take Alastad na Parsal s place.”

The elders shook her heads and murmured with regret, as the clan mother said, “Earth witches arerare.
Hard timeslie ahead, | fear.”

“When last | saw Alagtad, he seemed in good hedlth.”

Zanjadrank her teawhile one of the elders recounted the tale of how the aged earth witch had been
suddenly stricken with astrange paralysis, and how the herbalists frantic effortsto revive him had failed.
Zanjabecameimpatient for the end of this overly complicated tale, but restrained herself from rudely
interrupting her eders. Shewasfindly ableto say, “I am glad you sent for me, Mother.”

“I would never have caled you home for one person’s death, even one so important asthis. Itisnot asif
your presence could bring Alastad back to life.”

Zanjaset her empty cup upon the floor before her. A child hurried forward to collect it and carry it
carefully to safety. “What € se has happened?’

The clan mother rose to her feet once again. “ Come with me.”

Sheled the way between the hanging rugs that divided the public space of thelodge from its cavernous
living and work space, currently occupied only by ayoung woman with abelly like an empty bag, whose
newborn infant dept in a basket beside her. In summer, the people stayed out of doors as much as
possible. They would see enough of these walls during the long and bitter winter.

At thefar end of thelodge, another curtained doorway gave entry to the sickroom. There two



nd Tarwein katrim stood rigid guard over aman sprawled upon the floor. The guards, their gazes
evading hers, gestured welcometo afellow katrim, but clearly were to discomforted to speak. Their
attitudes, as much as anything, aerted Zanjato the shamefulness of the Stuation, though what she saw
was deeply puzzling: her clan brother, Tarin, ahunter of some renown, gpparently ill, but wearing agoat
harness by which he was tethered to the wall. She squatted down to shake him gently by the shoulder.
His drooping eyelids opened, but he looked at her blankly, idioticaly, his black irises hazed with adull
film.

Zanjafdt asickness descend on her. She said, “ Tarin, stand up.”

Hedid asshe said, clumsly but promptly. He obediently complied with her demandsthat he make a
variety of moves and gestures, and then he remained standing until shetold himto lie down again.

Now she noticed the sour, moldy scent that sometimes lingered in the aleyways and dark doorway's of
Shaftdl. She said, more to convince herself than to confirm what the clan mother aready knew, “ Thisman
is addicted to smoke.”

The clan mother did not reply. Zanjastood up, feeling the sickness not just in her belly, but throughout
her body, even to her fingertips. “How did this happen?’ she cried.

“Tarin met a Shaftali wanderer out in the forest, some three or four days journey to the south,” said the
clan mother in avoice like rawhide. “Though he and the stranger could not spesk each others' language,
they became friends, he says. They smoked many pipestogether. Tarin began bringing giftsfor the man,
and when that did not seem to be enough, he introduced others to the smoke.”

“How many indl?’

“Seven people, from three clans. But heisthe only one who used the drug so much that now he cannot
livewithout it.”

“And the man in the woods?’
“We cannot find him. Isit true that Tarin will die without the drug?’
“So | have heard.”

“Then hewill soon pay ahigh pricefor hisfoolishness, for his supply has dmost been depleted. | have
daily looked for your arrival, hoping you would return before he died.”

Zanjafollowed the clan mother out of the closed room, back to the common space wherefifty or more
people could comfortably take shelter. They stood together in the hot room. Flies buzzed in the corners,
and the infant made sucking soundsin hisdeep.

The clan mother said, “In al these yearsthat you have warned the elders about the dangers that
threatened us, no one heeded you. Now we have sent for you. Think hard on what you wish usto hear.”

“I will congder,” Zanjasaid, but her thoughts werein turmoail.

The na Tarwein Sghed. “ These are uneasy times. Would that we had asingle seer! But our only seer is
you, and what you seeis not the future, but the present.”

In the old days, the Speaker would have gone directly to the G’ deon to complain of thisintolerable
encroachment on the Ashawad i, and the problem would have been dedlt with. Now Zanjasaid in
frugtration, “ Smoke is a Sainnite drug. Was the man in the woods a Sainnite? Or was he just atrader



trying to lay hishands on Ashawdd i woolens?
“We do not know.”

“Then | must talk to dl of those who smoked thisvisitor’s pipe. Their description of him will let me know
if hewasaSannite”

“But you have had a hard journey, and now you are angry and worried. Tonight you must think and rest,
S0 that tomorrow you can address the problem with serenity and clarity.”

“Yes, Mother.” Though Zanja s body wasrigid with rage, she was pleased to see that not atrace of
anger found itsway into her voice. Shetook her leave, and went out in search of her friends.

The summer village, which by day looked like nothing more than a collection of pots and fire pits, at night
scattered the flood plain with cook fires and cranky children. Zanjasat late beside the katrims fire, while
they regaed her with warrior’ stales of the past season. To listen patiently eventually strained her
courtesy. The concerns of these, her fellow katrim, seemed trivid to her, just as herswould seem fanciful
to them. Surdly, she thought ungracioudly, she was like a captured hawk, forced to listen to the tales of
mice until it drove her mad. At last she lay down where she had been seated upon the much trampled
grass, and shared Ransd’ s blanket, as they had done since childhood. She dept badly.

In dead of night, Zanja awakened to asilence so profound that she could hear anight breeze hunting
through the cornfieldsin the flood plain. What would it take, she wondered, to silence the normal din of
the river banks: the shouting frogs, the screams of the accuser bugs, who carried on al night long until
dawn light finally stilled their glee? A cold terror took her, and she shook Ransdl violently until he sat up,
protesting. “Gods  names, Zanja, afine dream | was having.”

“Shut up and listen.”

In amoment, Ransal muttered, “Who tramples through the frog lands, en? And at an hour when ghosts
go wandering? Thisisamighty strange silence.”

Zanja had aready put on her boots, and went around the katrim' s circle, awakening al she could while
Ransd tied hisboot straps. The katrim were less than pleased with her for disturbing their deep, but
ceased their grumbling when she said sharply, “ The people may bein danger.” A preciousfool she'd
look like later, if her panic was caused by nothing but afroggish whimsy.

“Let’'sgo seewhat’ son thefrogs minds,” said Ransdl.

The two of them ran full tilt across the crowded plain. They tread on embers, trampled fragile pottery,
and tripped over peaceful deepers, who uttered cries of fear that turned to shouts of outrage in their
wake. Babies marked their passage with startled wails. Zanja could see Ransdl’ steeth in the darkness.
Perhaps he was amused, or perhaps thiswas no grin, but agrimace, as he considered hislifetime of
experience with Zanja' swhims—which rardly, if ever, turned out to be mistakes.

L et me be mistaken now, she thought, or prayed, to whatever god might be paying attention. Let this
disturbance we ve created be on my head. Let me be alaughingstock. Just let me be wrong.

They left the summer village and ran through cultivated fields, dong atrack of pounded dirt with ditches
on both sdesto channdl the rainwater. Corn tasseled to the | eft, and to the right lay mounded squash
plants, their buds ready to twist open with the dawn. Crickets sang in the cropland, but ahead lay silence.



Zanjaand Ransd dowed to awalk and cautioudly approached the edge of the long downdope, & the
bottom of which journeyed theriver.

It was called the Asha River both within and without the borders. Its cobbled banks kept treesfrom
thriving at its edges, and so Zanja could seeits glimmering water, which was cold with melting snow even
at mid-summer, and the horde of soldiersthat waded through it. They dragged their equipment and armor
behind them on little rafts, and those that had completed the crossing drew on their boots and buckled
their cuirassesin haste and silence. Even the war horses, which must have crossed firgt, astheir riders
were already mounted and standing guard, uttered no sound, and stood till except for the nervous
twitching of their bobbed tails.

“Oh, my brother,” Zanja breathed, and groped for Ransel’ s hand.
Hisfingersclenched hers. “Isit Sainnites?’

“Yes, itis” Shepulled him back from the edge of the dope. They stood for just amoment, Saring at
each other in the darkness. Zanjathought there might be as many asfifty war horses, which meant afull
battalion, with twenty heavily armed foot soldiersfor every horse. They outnumbered the katrim by ten
to one, and the katrim'’ s daggers would be no match for the Sainnites armor and weaponry.

Zanjasad, “The people mugt fleefor their lives.”
“Then we'll need to defend the northern trail, so they can climb the cliffsinto the forest.”

“Y ou go back and shout the darm. Y ou have the voice for it. Take haf the katrim to defend the trall,
and send half to me, so we can delay the Sainnitesto give our people timeto escape.”

For amoment, Zanjathought Ransd would actualy waste precioustime in argument. But then he bared
histeeth in abitter, mocking grin. “My commander speaksand | obey.”

“Honor to you, Ransdl nd Tarwein.” Sheforced hersdf to release hishand.

“Honor to you, Zanjana Tarwein.” He gestured a brisk, graceful salute, and dashed into the darkness.
She watched until she could not distinguish him from the shadows. | will never see him again, she
thought. For a dreadful moment, she could not bear it. She dmogt cdled after him. Thetwo of them
would flee. .. and livein shameforever after. She took abreath and turned to face the enemy.

The soldiersbelow efficiently and silently crossed the river. Fifty war horses she counted, and three
hundred or more foot soldiers. The Ashawda i numbered some 1,500 souls, but only ahundred of them
carried weapons. The katrim werefinefighters, and fought with each other incessantly: neet, graceful,
courteous encountersthat rarely drew blood. To the Sainnites they would seem like children who merely
played at war.

Trembling now, Zanjaheard Ransel’ svoice, clear despite the distance. “Rise up, Ashawda i, and fleefor
your lives! The enemy isupon ug!” Threetimes Zanjaheard this cry, until Ransd’ s voice was swvalowed
intherising uproar.

The Sainnite commanders, certainly hearing the noise, shouted sharp orders. The soldiers, working with
terrible speed, began to form a battle line. Zanja stood aone between her people and disaster, trying to
hold it back by will one. Sheimagined Ransdl and the katrim, running ahead of the fleeing people to
secure the northern trail, the only route up the cliffs that could safely be climbed in the darkness. She
imagined the Ashawaa i, confused and disorganized, with panicked children and crippled edersin tow,
running across the grasdand. And how many of the katrim would have the courage to run the other way,



towards the river and the enemy?

Oh, but the katrim were arrogant. Zanja had scarcely begun to doubt them when they began to arrive,
breathless and excited, with their boots on their feet and their bladesin their hands. Some hunters arrived
aswdll, with their deer bows and longest arrows. They could see well enough to shoot the horses, they
assured her, and she chose not to tell them that the horses were wearing armor. Their courage came from
ignorance, and she wished that she had more of both.

Shelocked her terror into adistant dungeon whereit could do whatever it liked, unnoticed, and hastily
sorted the katrim into abattle line. A few of them had lances, and she put them firgt, to try to stop the
horses. The hunters she poised behind them, and the katrim, with their daggers, standing to the rear to
await the foot soldiers who would follow behind the cavary. Shetook alance hersaf and stood in front,
not from courage but from eagernessfor the excruciating wait to end. She noticed, with relief and horror,
that the cavary had begun its charge.

How much time had passed? How quickly could thetribe climb up that single, narrow path and fleeinto
the safety of the forest?

Even though they had to run up dope, the horses picked up speed, and she saw ephemerd sparks flash
from their iron hooves.

The katrim began to shout: an eerie, shrill, chalenging cry. Zanjafelt ajolt of pride. Perhaps, she
thought, we will survive.

She screamed defiance at the monstrous shadows that reached the top of the dope and blotted out the
gars. Arrows clattered uselessly on the horses' iron plates, but the katrim shouted with satisfaction as
onerider fell. And then the dust washed over them like smoke. Choking, Zanjafelt awave of riders veer
past as her lance point jarred off ahorse’sarmored side.

Like afig through parchment, the cavary punched through the line of katrim, and wheeled around,
sparks showering where iron struck stone. The clenched groups of horses opened up like hands and
formed aline, and part of Zanjaremembered how she had once watched Sainnite horsemen practice this
very drill. At her back now, the foot soldiers were running up the dope. The katrim were trapped, like a
fly between two clapping hands.

Zanjacried, “Ashawaai!” She charged a horseman with her lance and dove between the horse’ s hooves
to driveits point into the underbelly. Therider’ sax shrilled past her ear. The horse screamed. Sherolled
away asthe monster fell, hooves thrashing, therider tangled in the stirrups. She jerked her dagger from
its sheath and turned to face afoot soldier, whose blade clashed upon hers once, twice, three times. She
never even gained her balance, but smply moved her weapon to block his, with the rest of her body
tumbling after it, whichever way it happened to go. There was no gracein it, she thought sorrowfully. She
pierced him with ablow that was more luck than talent, and saw him fdl to hiskneeswith her dagger il
caught in hisribs.

She leapt forward to snatch her dagger back, but a horse bore down on her. Empty-handed, she dodged
spiked hooves and gnashing teeth. The horse reared, and whedled. Choking in dust, Zanjafound the
falen soldier and jerked her gory dagger from his chest. The horse was on her once again. Horse and
rider both bared their teeth at her, laughing, no doubt, for she was no more than abee trying to sting them
with her little blade. The rider’ sax came whistling down at her. Shefdl to the ground and fdlt its edge
dash across her tunic. Hislance, held in his other hand, glimmered faintly. Sherolled, jumped back to her
feet, and ran under the horse.

The horse reared. Shetripped, and saw the big, iron-wrapped hooves come down at her. Shefelt a



moment of stunning pain, like ablacksmith’'s hammer striking her head over an anvil. The dust-masked
starswent out like candles.

Thewar horse trampled her into the stones and dust. The katrim died al around her. The peaceful
history of the Ashawald i reached abitter, bloody conclusion. Zanjalay with the others, her blood
soaking the dry soil, and the dust dowly settled around her.

She opened her eyesto the heavy mist of dawn. Far away, muffled voices called in Sainnese. She
struggled to her knees, vomited from pain, and fainted. She regained consciousness with her head resting
on the cold flank of adead horse. Without moving, she raised ahand to fed her bloody head. The
morning breeze blew the smoke of the burning village acrossthevdley. Intherising light of day, she saw
Sainnitesworking their way methodically acrossthe bettlefied, daming their deed, finding their injured,
killing any enemies found dive. She could not stand, but crawled across the bloody bodies of her
kinsmen, into the smoke,

When she opened her eyes again, she lay wrapped in afine woolen blanket, in aneat hollow guarded by
giant sones. Overhead, the sky was a deep blue, with the stars starting to come out. “My sster,” Ransel
said, “adozen timestoday | have thought you were dead.”

“I am dead,” she rasped, in avoice harsh with smoke and blood.

“Soareweadl. Here.” Hetilted agourd cup to her mouth. She drank. He said, “Y ou breathed too much
smoke, and you have some burns and bruises, but your head is your worst injury. A horse trampled you,
| think.”

“How did you find me?’
“You found me” hesaid. “1 waslooking for you, and you came out of the burning village.”
“What happened to our people?’

“When they heard my warning, they left their belongings and followed me and the other katrim to the dliff
path. Sainnites lay in wait at the top of the path. We fought them. But they were many, and they have
strange weapons that explode with fire.”

“Names of the gods!” Zanja groaned.

“We fought them along time,” Ransdl continued quietly. “What was accomplished | do not know. Did
even one of our people escape? | wish | knew the answer, but | do not know. | and some other katrim
fled when the Sainnites came up the path behind us. The dliff path is now choked with bodies. Thevillage
isasmoking ruin. | waked through the valey hunting for you, and everywhere | went, | saw our people
dain: edersand children, warriors and farmers. The only people dive are those you see here.”

Zanjasaw that other katrim were gathered in this hollow, and that many had drawn closeto hear the
conversation. Her vision was blurred and she could not count them, but it seemed there were fewer than

twenty.

“| was pinned under afdlen horse” one of them said. “1 lay there dl night, watching the butchery. The
Samnites did not rest until no one wasleft dive. Finaly, | pulled mysdf free and escaped in the smoke, as

you did, Speaker.”



Othersalso told their stones, in voices as harsh and lifeless as the voices of ghosts are said to be. Zanja
listened, thinking that surely she dso had witnessed the horrors they described, but she only remembered
asensation of chaos and then of stillness. To have forgotten so much surely wasamercy, but it dso was
dreadful to gaze at these shattered tribesmen and fed confusion rather than sharing their horror.

“The Sainnites must have taken the long path through the mountains,” one of them said. “For they have
wagons and horsesthat could not have surmounted the steep passes.”

“They must have killed the watchers before they could spread the darm,” said another. “ Though the
watchers were hidden and it should have been impossible. . .”

“No, they knew exactly where the watcherswere,” said Zanja. “ Tarin must have told them—told his
friend in the woods, in payment for smoke. He betrayed his entire people.”

They were silent then, for this was something they had not known, and could scarcely begin to
understand. But Zanja understood that if she had only taken action immediately to find out what exactly
had happened to Tarin, rather than delaying to let her anger cool, she might have discovered his betrayal
immediately and been able to forewarn her people of their danger. Not for the last time, Zanjawished
that the war horse' skick to her head had been harder.

Ransd did not know of how she had failed the Ashawaa i, and she was too stunned by shameto tell
him. He gently tended her wound and gave her more water to drink. She could not resist deeping again,
and in her deep she dreamed of Sainnites. She dreamed that they sat around afire where they roasted a
daughtered goat. In their own language, they talked about the hard work they had done and about the
dreary journey homethat lay before them.

When she opened her eyes, she saw stars burning. The katrim roasted river trout over asmall fire, and
talked about revenge. Ransel hovered nearby, and drew close when she stirred.

“The Sainniteswill march out at firgt light,” said Zanja

The other katrim abandoned their meal to come over and hear what she had said. “ Speaker, how do
you know?’

“They told mein my dreams.”
“Then wewill follow them, to haunt them like ghogts, to kill as many aswe can.”

“If wedothis, wedl will die.” She could see them more clearly now: some fine warriors and some she
had long consdered foals, but with the foolishness burned out of them now.

“What does it matter, solong aswe can diein honor?’ said Ransdl.
They al murmured agreement, their voices empty and bitter with loss,

“Thenwe shal follow them,” Zanjasaid. She did not understand how she had become their leader, or
why they listened to her, when her certainty might be nothing more than the delirium of abroken head.

She shut her eyes and dept the night through. At dawn, they began hunting Sainnites. Zanjawent with
them, leaning on one or another shoulder, carried sometimes, asthey ran lightly across the mountaintops
while the Sainnites, burdened by armor and horses and wagonloads of supplies, trudged below. The
Sainnitesdid not redize what haunted their journey until that night, after the katrim dipped into their
camp like the ghosts they were, and used the hay the Sainnites carried for the horses astinder to set fire
to dl the supply wagons. Zanja could not make that raid with them, but despite her blinding headache,



shetold them where to find the hay wagons and how to avoid the pickets, and only two katrim were
killed. Fifteen remained, including hersdlf, but they bore the weapons of dozens more dead companions,
and they knew how to survive in these ungenerous mountains. They waited afew daysto let the Sainnites
lower their guard, and they struck again, once or twice anight, night after night, and during the day made
it impossible for the weary Sainnitesto safely forage for food, or use the latrines, or even take off their
armor. Whilethe katrim ate roots and greens and berries and trout, the Sainnites began butchering and
egting their sarving horses.

Zanjaand her companions lived ghost lives. They did not spesk of the past, or of the dead, or of their
own deaths. They watched the Sainnites, and dipped through the mountains like shadows, and from time
totimelet fly aprecious arrow, or cut the throat of a straying soldier. One by one, Zanja s companions
disappeared. Like the Sainnites, the katrim were leaving behind them atrail of abandoned bodies that
they dared not try to find and had no time to burn. The mountain vultures and ravensfollowed them.
Zanjacould walk on her own feet now, but was often disabled by dizziness or blinding pain. The Sainnite
soldiers continued to speak in her dreams, telling her adl their secret plans and terrors and blood lusts.

Thefifteen katrim became twelve, and then seven. The seven becamefive. With morewarriorsand
moretime, they might have eventudly destroyed the entire Sainnite battaion. But now, with only five of
them remaining, and only one more passto climb before the Sainnites could safely exit the mountains,
they knew their time for vengeance would soon come to an end. None of them wished to survive. They
camped among stones, high above the miserable Sainnites and their disgusting horsemeet. They ate sweet
trout flesh and sucked on the transparent bones. They ate tart berries and crunched the seeds with their
teeth. They tallied the Sainnite dead and were satisfied.

Only Zanjahad ever traveled so far east of the Asha Valey. Shetold about atreacherous canyon they
soon would pass, and suggested that one of them might lure the Sainnitesinto the canyon, whilethe
others didodged stonesto fall down on their heads. They drew lots, and Zanja chose the longest stick.
That night, Ransdl put hisarms around her and said, “Wait for mein the Land of the Sun, my sigter. | will
not be far behind you.” Shefell adeep with her head in the hollow of his shoulder.

She would aways remember the moment when the mountain fell on her. It was her second desth, and far
more satifying than the first. She would remember the Sainnites gleefully chasing her up the canyon, the
four katrim levering the rocks overhead, and the canyon wall collapsing onto the people below.
Mercifully, shewould not remember much else: She would not remember when the surviving Sainnites
dragged her out from under a boulder with her back broken. She would not remember how they tortured
her, when they redized she was il dive. She would not remember when they killed Ransdl, who might
have been trying to ether rescue her or deliver her with amerciful blow of the dagger. She would not
remember that she mistakenly thought she was dready dead, and he was coming to join her. Shewould
not redlizefor along timethat in fact he had | eft her behind among theliving.

Chapter Four

In a stone cottage tucked into a hollow in the iron-rich hillsthat surround Meartown, Karis, amastersmith
of Mear, sat on the stoop in the morning sunshine, fumbling with her bootstraps. From where she sat, she
could see adark cloud risng asthe furnaces of Meartown were lit. She smoothed her big, sooty,
callusaed hands across the stoop’ sworn stone, testing to seeif the smoke paraysis had lifted sufficiently
for her to at least be able to sense the hammer as she gripped it. Thelight of the risng sun was blinding.

Lynton moved dowly through the lush garden, hiswhite hair gleaming among the bean plants. Bad
Dominy came out the open door of the cottage with a packet of food for Karis sdinner. “It’s bread,
dried fish, some cheese and a couple of apples,” he said. “Be sureyou et it al, whether you want it or



not. A person your size hasto eat.”

She nodded. Dominy or Lynton had said these words, or something like them, every morning, al the
years she had lived with them. She did not reply, for if shetried to talk she would dur like adrunk, since
her tongue was ill haf paralyzed. The old man patted her shoulder affectionately. Before she moved in,
he and Lynton had added an oversized room to their house to accommodate her oversized frame. After
shemoved in, thanksto their incessant fretting, she had finaly put on the bulk to match her height.

The sunshine chased the lingering poison from her pardyzed nerves. She said, without too much difficulty,
“Something has changed.”

Dominy shouted to Lynton to be sure to pick plenty of tomatoes. “What' sthat?’ he asked absently.

“Something has changed,” she said again. Shefdt it, ashifting of the earth’ sweight, asthough the earth
and stones were gathering up their strength for agreat effort. “I fed an urgency.” She pressed her pams
again upon the stoop. “What has happened?’ she asked the warm granite.

Most of thetime, Dominy treated her like any other metalsmith. Sometimes, she did something that
astounded him, and he would remember that she was awitch. As shelooked up at him now, he asked
diffidently, “What doesthe stone say?’

“It speaks of blood and death throughout the land. That is not new. But it speaks of something else, a
life.” Sheshook her head. “I don’t understand. It pullsat me.” She looked down, asthough achild were
tugging a her shirt.

“You'regoing to belate,” Dominy said.

She stood up. His head tilted back, and back, until it seemed he was gazing up at a mountain. He
squinted fiercely in the sun. “I’m not going to theforge,” she said. “1 need to think.”

“Y ou want meto carry a message to the forgemaster, | suppose.” Grumpily, he took the food packet out
of Karisshand. “I'll get asaichd for this. Where will you go? Out onto the hesth? Better bring awater
bottle, too.”

Far from the danger and stink of the furnaces and forges, Karis walked through lands too dry and poor
to interest farmers. The sun rose up in abreathless rush, the rocks shifted in their foundations, and the
seedpods of summer shattered open. When the sun was high, she supposed she must be hungry and
thirsty, so she sat down and ate. Afterwards, she lay on her back and listened. A life, the deep soil said
to her. Pay attention!

When she came home, Lynton told her she wastired, and fed her agreat bow! of vegetables from the
garden. Dominy told her the forgemaster had merely nodded when he heard Kariswould not be there.
The sun hung low in the sky, and the only hunger Karis ever felt was consuming most of her attention: she
needed smoke. Y et benesth that hunger, she still sensed the vague, irritating nagging of the earth. A life, it
said. You must do something! But it never told her what she needed to do.

Often, when Karislay awake, but till under smoke, a strange thing would happen: her spirit would bresk
free of her insensate flesh to take resdence in a particular raven. Thisraven traveled with Norina
Truthken, far to the southeast. Norina usually contrived to be aonefor the sunrise, and on this morning,



she sat on asplit rail fence at the edge of aharvested cornfield, waiting to seeif the raven would speak to
her.

Karissad through the raven, “Thereisanew presencein theland.”

Norinarubbed her eyes, which were il crusted with deep. “1 don’t understand.”

“A person has come into Shaftal, and the land seemsto cry out to me, demanding that | pay heed.”
Norinagazed into the cornfidld. “Isit an earth e ementa? The one we have been waiting for?’

This possibility had not even occurred to Karis, and she cried out in surprise, “And if it is, what then?’
Norinasad, quitecamly, “All thiswill cometo anend.”

“And the end of our friendship, too.”

Norinaturned sharply to the raven, then. “Isthat what you think?’

“Y ou will have more important concerns.”

“I will dways be your friend,” Norinasaid. And, because she was a Truthken, Karisamost believed her.
“Soisit the onewe are waiting for?” Norina asked.

“I don't think it isan earth witch. If it were, then surely | would understand what is happening better than
| do. | fed an urgency, adanger, an impulse to intervene. Perhaps this person has been broken.”

“And you want to go find this person.”
Karisdidn't haveto reply. Norinaknew her well enough.

“Whatever calsyou,” Norinasad, “You must not let it cal you out of hiding, or you will find there the
hand of the Sainnites, stretching out to grab you by the throat.”

Karis could not speak. Norinasaid, “Do you hear me?’
“I hear you.”

“This presence—it makes you restive.” Norinagot down off therail. “Don’t do anything foolish. I'll be
therein afew days.”

Karis s spirit broke loose of the raven. When she cameto herself, she lay once again in her bed, with the
light of sunrisein her face.

By the time Norinaended her visit, she had reluctantly agreed to try to find the person whose presence
haunted Karis. Autumn harvest began and was finished. The rains soon commenced, the daysrapidly
grew short, autumn began to turn to winter, and still Karis was haunted by nagging, inarticulate worry.

One day, she stayed later than usua at the smithy, and shadows barred the roadway as she walked to
the tavern. There, she ae her pigeon piein haste, and till could have left before sunset if not for the
baked apple that appeared before her. “Did | ask for this?” sheresentfully inquired of no one.

Someone—she did not know who—said, “Karis, you are getting thin.”



The apple was agift then, and so she had to est it, and even to pretend that she appreciated it. Asshe
ate and smiled politely, she fdt the sun go down like a shutter damming shut. A woman wrapped in
sheegpskin camein, and everyone shouted at her to close the door. “It’ s going to snow,” somebody
muttered, in avoice that spoke of shoveling the paths and carrying the wood and sharpening the runners
onthedegh.

Karis s plate was empty. She left the tavern without saying goodbye or uttering aword of thanks, and
redized it too late, hafway out of town. Would they dl forgive her one more time? Could she still depend
on them? The presence in the land, which before had lured her into untoward expectation, had now
begun to congtantly distract her: not by its demand for her notice, but by its steedy retreat. Half her
attention congtantly sought after it, worrying. With her attention so divided, she was forgetting to edt,
losing track of time, forgetting common courtesy, making mistakes that could well be the degth of her.

“I can't continue,” she said. No one answered. The cold had driven everyone indoors. Thewind carried
frost-rimed leavesinto shadowed places, and in the west stars had appeared. Karistried to sing to them,
forgetting for amoment that the smoke drug had destroyed her voice years ago.

She | eft the cobblestones behind and wandered through the icy mud of the wagon ruts, weaving likea
drunk on her trembling legs. Will 1 even make it home? she asked hersdlf, for the hill seemed to go up
forever. And then home stood before her, athatched cottage with alamp flame in the window. A black
thing dropped down from the treetops and struck her shoulder like ablow. She uttered a cry, then caught
her breath. “ So you're home.”

Crigp feathers ragped on her ear asthe raven folded hiswings. She fumbled in her pocket for something
to feed him—a bread end or a bit of grain—but today her pockets were full of stones. She could not
remember why she had picked them up, or where. “I haveto smoke,” she said.

The raven spoke in avoice no more harsh than hers. “Then smoke.”
“Comeingde. | think Lynton and Dominy are aready in bed.”

In her room, she opened the window so the raven could come and go. While shefilled her pipe with
shaking hands, he ate the bread and bacon ends she had snatched up in the pantry. Now came aquiet,
for with the pipe in hand, her panic eased. She could wait alittle longer. In thefireplace, the coa's caught
in new wood and flames began to flicker. The raven drank from abowl. “What did Norinafind out?’
Kans asked.

“Norinafound nothing. Nothing to find, nothing to be done. Thereisaplace shut up like astrongbox,
which gtinks of death. The Sainnitesimprison people there—unfortunates who might have secretsto
trade for amerciful death. People avoid the place, or stop up their ears so they won't hear the screams
or be cursed by the ghosts.”

“Isthat dl?’ Karis cried, when the raven fdl silent. “ That cannot be al thereisto know!” Karis paced
back and forth across the room until she banged into the settle and felt afar-away pain in her shin. She
forced hersdlf to stop, to breathe deeply, to listen to the silence. For months the person who had been
broken had endured in that place of horror while she and Norina argued. But now that bright spirit wasa
candleflame guttering in its socket.

“This person'’ slife has become important to me. Much more important than my own life.”

“And what doesthat mean?’ the raven said, as Norinawould. “Y our lifeisnot your own. Y ou will not be
foolishwithit.”



Karislooked at the pipein her trembling hand. If she didn’t smoke, shewould die, and if she did smoke,
that flame in the darkness might go out while she dreamed and drooled, drug giddy. “Y ou must fly to that
place of imprisonment, and find that person.” The raven drank more water, and shook out hisdry
feathers.

“Tonight?’ hesad.

“Now.” Karistook up asmall pouch and emptied it onto atabletop. She put in adry crust of bread and
hung the pouch around the raven’s neck. “Go quickly, good raven. Or we will betoo late.”

AsKaris, having smoked her pipe at last, sprawled upon her bed and watched the shadows dance, the
raven flew over hiskingdom, with darkness above and below. The lamplights below had al been blown
out, and an impending storm had blotted out the lights of the sky. The raven flew on until morning, when
the snow began to fall. He waited out the stcorm in the rafters of abarn, which he shared with an owl and
some bats and an anxious flock of chickenswhose eggs he ate surreptitioudy, hiding the broken shells so
the farmerswould not know. When the snowfd| ceased, he flew on, with the sun setting behind him.
Below, acompany of Sainnite soldiers trampled a path through the snow. Then they were gone, and night

fell again.

The ruins of the House of Lilterwess passed beneath him, agreat stone cairn for the martyrs of the
defeat.

Once again, Karislay under smoke. Sometimes smoke made her able to see through the raven’ s eyes.
So she now saw the cairn swoop past, and she tried to make the raven circle it again, to examine the ruin
of the bell tower by the front gate, where on the night after Harald G’ deon’ s death Dinal had stood
bravely ringing the darm bell as the Sainnites broke through the gates. Dina had been an old woman, the
mother of four grown sons, alieutenant of the Paladins, the beloved friend and lover of Hardld G’ deon.
Karis had only known her as akind stranger who gppeared suddenly in the mad carniva of Ladi and
offered Karisaway out the gates.

Hardd, thelast G deon of Shaftal, dso lay benesth the falen walls of the building. Sometimes his bones
spoketo Karis, but not tonight. After fifteen years of delay, watching the encroachments of these
invaders and refusing to do anything about it, he had died before thefinad carnage began. The Sainnites,
gtill fearing his power though they knew that he was dying, waited for him to die, and then attacked.

At thisturning point of history, Norina cameto show Karisthe Way to safety, and found her lying
vacantly in bed while cannonballs smashed into the building. Sometimes, the memory still made Karis
desperate with sef-loathing. She should have saved the House of Lilterwess, but smoke made her
incgpable of even saving hersdf. Sometimes, it seemed impossible that Norinahad been ableto forgive
her.

The ruins had passed, and now there was only darkness to be seen. Karis dipped deeper into seep.

When Zanja opened her eyesto the bitter darkness of the wintry night, she was surprised to find hersalf
gtill entrapped in flesh. It scarcely seemed possible her spirit could hold on for so many months when she
had seen so many die so easily. A blow or two of the blade usualy was all it took to sever soul from
body, amoment of agony and then the soul was trandated.



She had been dreaming of dl the people of her village, gathered beside their summer firesin the Land of
the Sun, chasing children, strutting before their rivals, stirring pots of fragrant kich. But just as the path
Zanjafollowed seemed about to deposit her in their midst, it turned her mysterioudy away, back into the
wilderness, and she was lost again, trapped once more in astinking box of straw, where she had been
laid some months earlier like aside of meet being cdllared for the winter.

She heard adry, rasping sound, and turned her head. The moon shone through the barred window, asit
briefly did sometimes, and faint light shimmered on the ice-encased walls of her cell. Thefloor by the
window was white with drifted snow. Silhouetted against the white, araven stood on the edge of her
box, near her head. He preened hiswing feathers, just like any other bird after along flight, but she knew
him: the Messenger, He Who Decides. At last.

Shetilted up her chin so that his blunt beak could better reach her throat. “| have been waiting for you a
long time, Lord Degth.” Her voice whigpered like dry wind.

“Itisnot yet timefor you to die,” said Degth. His voice was harsh, and echoed of the deep canyons
where he made hishome,

“How could it not be time? | have no home, no kin, no clan, no companions. | am broken, paralyzed.
That smell—do you smdll it?—that ismy flesh rotting from my bonesas| liein my own shit. What more
can the gods expect me to accomplish? What isleft for me except desth?’

“You aredtill bound.”
“Bound to what? The gods?’

“To earth,” the raven said, implacably. In the silence, he paced the length of the box, perhaps inspecting
her in the darkness. The blanket covered some parts of her ravaged frame, but to cover her feet required
that she lever hersalf up with her armsto toss the blanket, and she had not been strong enough to do this
in quite sometime. Surdly the Sght of her feet, spagticaly curled and with half the toes hacked off, would
convince even agod that her usefulnessin thisworld was at an end. But Desth paced back to her head
again, unperturbed, and fed her acrust of bread, dry and stale and hard as stone, asif shewere his
fledgling. Her mouth was dry; she could not chew. He brought her abeakful of snow from the drift by the
window, and she managed to swalow the dry crumbs. They burned within her like codsin a hearth, and
warmed the parts of Zanja s body where she could gtill fed the warmth: her torso, her arms, the
shattered places of her heart. But the physical agoniesthat had only recently been numbed at last by cold
were not renewed. For awhile, she dozed, and awakened to find that her strength had gathered and
concentrated around the center of that warmth in her belly. No, she would not step across the threshold
just yet.

“Areyou till there?” she asked.

“Yes,” said the god. The moon had crossed her small window. Pressed against the darkness, the god il
perched at her head, not a handspan away, invisible.

Shesad, “You say | am ill bound. Perhaps you mean that | am bound to diein honor, as| am akatrim

Death said, “What do you think should be done so that you could die as a katrim should die?’

“It istheway of the katrim to dieinjoy.” She had spoken the words of an old lesson, a child’slesson,
easy to recite when Zanjafirst siood up in the presence of her clan elders and named herself a katrim
and proudly said that the owl god Salos ahad chosen her to travel between the worlds. But to recite this



lesson now seemed a bitter joke, though Lord Death did not laugh.
“How might you diein joy?’ asked Degth.
“Y ou mock mewith impossibilities”

“| do not mean to mock you.” Lord Desth is ateacher, but the best teacher isthe one who waitsin
dlence. She heard the crisp sound of him unhurriedly preening hisflight feathers, asthough he intended to
wait athousand nightsif necessary for Zanjato offer an answer to her own question.

She did not want to wait so long. She tried to remember what once had brought joy to her life, but the
massacre of her people lay between her present and her past like an uncrossable divide. So she said,
“Perhaps ajoyful death comes from being able to understand one'slife as part of a purpose or pattern.
But that isthe onething | cannot do.”

“Why not?’ asked Degath, as though he did not know.

“Because my memory is broken to pieces, and some of the pieces arelost, and the rest don't fit together
any more”

“Then you must recover what you have lost, and remember who you are.”

“Who | was.” Zanja s bitterness brought forth wesk tears, but surely there was no shamein weeping
before agod.

Whenitistimefor someoneto die, the people of the dying one's clan gather around and tell the stories of
her life, so that when she crosses the threshold she will still remember, and be ableto tell that history to
the people on the other sSide. But Zanjawasthe last of her people and so she had to tell those stories of
her lifeto herself. This must be what the god wanted of her.

“Where shall | gart?’ she asked.
“Start whereit begins,” said Desgth.

So she began with her earliest memories of the clattering looms and the light drifting in to make the
patterns shine asthey were dowly reveded on the weaver’ sloom. She explained that her mother had
been aweaver, and had been sorely disappointed when her daughter |eft the weaver’ s house as soon as
she could walk on her own two feet, to return only by force. Shetold about the first time she realized the
elderswere watching her, the first time she understood that she was not like other children, thefirst time
she and Ransel became friendsin the midst of a desperate fistfight. Asthe night cracked with cold and
her heart failled in her chest and her flesh moldered in the straw, she told Deeth al she knew: all that once
had mattered, al that shaped her and now |eft her, like trash tossed into amidden heap to be eaten by
worms.

When Karis awoke in the winter woods, it was il dark, and the stars were falling. They briefly flared
and then were quenched, their spectacular suicides watched, surely, by none but her, for even the
poorest people of the earth would have found some kind of shelter from this bitter night. Stiff hair
prickled against her face. For warmth, she had curled against the belly of ashaggy gray plow horse.
When she lay down to deep, she apparently had not concerned hersdf with the danger that she might be
smothered by her gigantic bedfelow. Stupidity, or daring, or innocence, she never knew wheét to cal the
peculiar logic of hersdf under smoke.



She got clumsly to her kneesin aloud crackling of frost. The horse lifted his huge head and yawned,
ground his teeth, then snorted wetly. They had made their bed in the undergrowth at the edge of awood,
where the snow had largely collected overhead rather than on the ground. That had been sensible of
them, though most of the sense had probably come from the horse.

Karistried to stand up, but staggered to her knees again. The horse blundered to hisfeet, didodging a
sudden avalanche of snow from overhead. He nosed her encouragingly. “ Smoke,” Karis explained. “But
never graceful. No more than you.”

With the help of adender tree trunk, she hauled hersdlf upright. Despair was dwaysworst in the
morning; she fended it off with curses and eventualy was able to drag her ungainly body onto the horse's
back. Stung by her urgency, the horse jumped forward. She clung to him grimly, angry at her weakness,
angry at theirresistible impulse that drove her out on thisinsane fool’ s errand, angry at the bitter poverty
of spirit from which her anger came. Thisdark and frigid morning, where dawn seemed unlikely ever to
break, did not bode well at al for the day that lay ahead.

Zanja svoice gave out. In the bitter cold, the god stood sentindl, silent long after she had ceased to
weep. When she turned her head, the straw crackled where her tears had frozen. A hush had fallen, and
she saw the faint shimmer of snowfal outside the window.

Zanja s story was nearly done, and soon Lord Death would let her go free. She continued, “1 don’t
know why the Sainnites didn’t kill me. When they reached their garrison, it seemsthey were disgraced.
Perhaps, in the confusion, orders were bungled, papers were midaid. Perhaps they smply wanted to get
me out of their sight. | don’t know how, but somehow | ended up here.”

“Hal” said the god.

“So | did not set out to cheat you. Haven't | spent my daysin pleading with the godsto alow meto die?
| am tortured even in my dreams. | walk the path to my village and | seeit filled with my people. Ransdl is
therewaiting for me. How will | explain my long ddlay?* The raven seemed to shrug, and Zanjawas
tempted to grab hold of him and twist his neck until the backbone popped, just to let him know what
paraysswaslike. She could no longer take deep breaths to calm herself. The god moved cautioudy out
of reach. Zanja spoke, her voice shaking. " Y ou bid me diein joy rather than in despair, but the only joy |
can imagineisto wak down that path, to enter the Land of the Sun and be free of this body, this prison.
Isthat too much to ask?*

Thegod said, “Y ou ask not for too much, but for too little.”

“What?" Zanja peered into the shadows at the black shape of the raven, who she suddenly remembered
was atrickster. “1 am too stupid for riddles.”

“Itisnoriddle, but achoice. Do you chooseto die?’

She stared at him. Her heartbeat sputtered like a candle about to go out. In the silence, she thought she
could hear aquiet footstep in the hal outsde her door. But it was too early for the guard to make his
noisy rounds. Bewildered, she whispered, “Now you mock me, Lord Death.”

“No,” said the god gently. “I am giving you the choice.”

No keysjingled in the frozen silence, but Zanja heard the lock of her cell door turn. The guard had not



come m to feed her for days, but the door swung open without a creak from the rust-caked hinges. A
presence filled the doorway. Lord Degth spread hiswings and lifted suddenly into the darkness.

Zanjaspoke to the vacancy where the god had been. “Then | chooseto live.” Then, she lay stunned by
her own stupidity, asking herself what she wanted to livefor.

She heard Lord Death’ svoice in the darkness, but he was not speaking to her. “I am your witness.”
“I heard, good raven,” rasped avoice as harsh as Lord Death’ s laugh.

Zanjaheard a sound like the snapping of two fingers. A red spark danced like afirefly in the darkness,
then flared, and became a sputtering flame. The flame advanced until Zanja could fed itsfaint heat upon
her frozen skin. Her heart managed another weary pulse.

An enormous, long-fingered hand held up the burning wand. Another reached down to turn asde the
decayed blanket and uncover Zanja sravaged remains: ulcerated skin, tightly stretched over thinly clad
bones, astick-fingered hand till curled into afist. The stink rose up, muted but not conquered by the
cold.

The hand touched Zanja s emaciated chest. Like acoad in a snowdrift, heat shocked into her flesh.
Zanjd s heart gave amighty thud. She grunted, asif she had been struck, and gasped burning air into her
lungs. Her heart thudded again. A river of heat rushed through the conduit of her flesh, up her neck, and
into the vessel of her skull. Color exploded across her vision. Bedazzled and stunned, she uttered an
animd ary.

The voice spoke again, in Shaftalese. “ Do not be afraid. | have cometo help you.”

Zanjawould not have been surprised to discover that those warm fingers had folded back skin and bone
to lay bare her faltering heart. “I’'m not afraid,” shelied.

“Tel meyour name.”
“Zanjana Tarwein,” said the raven, who now rode upon the woman' s broad shoulder.

“Zanjand Tarwein, my nameisKaris. My raven hastraveled ahead of me, and kept you dive at my
command.”

“Your raven?’ Zanjasaid. “Heisnot agod?’

“Y ou thought he was agod?’ The woman dropped down beside the box of straw, never lifting her hand
from Zanja sbreast. “No, heisjust araven. And |—take the light and look at me.”

The dender, insubstantia rush light was placed between Zanja sfingers. The sputtering flame trembled in
her weak grasp as shelifted it to illuminate clearwater eyes, a sun-bleached thicket of hair, deeply drawn
lines of worry, weariness, and perhaps some laughter. The woman smelled of sweat and wood smoke,
and there were pine needles trapped in her hair. Her ragged shirt deeves wererolled to the elbow,
revedling bulky, muscled forearms. The pams of her hands were gray with ground-in soot. She had
strolled through the locked door of this prison like a phantom, yet she was substantia, physical, powerful.
The vitdity coursing through Zanja s veins gave her an eye-aching clarity, and as shelooked at Karis she
could not help but know what she was made of. She said, “Y ou are neither god nor ghost, so you must
be an ementdl. | think you are an earth witch.”

Karissad, “And you' ve gone from mystery to understanding without asking a single question, so you
must be afireblood.” Sheturned her head as though she heard something, and said, “1 think the prison



guards are up and about. How long until they come thisway?*
“Not until after dawn.”

“Itiswdll after dawn now. A storm rolled in beforefirst light, which iswhy it seems so dark now. Good
raven,” she added, “your work hereisdone.”

The raven lifted from her shoulder, flew to the window, and was gone.

Zanjasaid, “Perhaps your raven isno god, but he taught me something | did not know. Serrain, | am
dying, but even crippled as| am, I’d rather live. | ask your mercy.”

Karis gazed at her as though astonished by her good manners. But it seemed that Zanja s careful words
had not struck Karisasridiculous, for she said, “Asit happens, | am agreat mender of broken things.
Let meseewhat | can do.” Karistook the rush light and wedged it in a crack between stones. “1 need to
touch you,” she said, asthough Zanja s heart were not still begting eagerly against the pam of her hand,
and asthough her callused fingers did not scratch Zanja s bare breast every time she shifted her weight.
The shock of heat again, and Karislifted and turned Zanja as easily asif she were an infant, so that she
faced theice-clad wall. Karis stroked a hand firmly down the weeping sores of Zanja sback. Zanja
expected pain, but shefdt something else: the startling warmth of Karis' touch, and an eerie, crawling
sensation as her ruined flesh hadtily knit itsdlf together.

Then, in the place where her back had been broken, below which she had felt only dead weight for
months, pain blossomed. Her entire body began to spasm. “Hold fast,” said Karis hoarsdy, and pinned
Zanjadown with her weight.

When the fit had passed, Zanjatasted blood from her bitten tongue, and the sharp salt of sweat. The
weight of Karis body lifted. She was gasping for bresth, as though she had runalong way at a
desperate pace.

Zanja had been long enough removed from the lower haf of her own body that her legsfelt foreign to
her: ungainly contragptions of Snew and bone; but at least she felt them, and even could make them move,
however reluctantly, with the lever of her will.

She breasthed something in her own language, stupefied.

“Hush,” Karis said absently. She had moved the rush light, and-so Zanjawatched by itslight asthose big
hands ddlicately kneaded her feet, straightening the clenched muscles and stretching and moving the flesh
with her long fingersto form new, perfect toes, one by one. Karis frowned as she worked, like a potter
at thewhed, with her eyes haf closed, seeming to fed her way with her fingers. Her sweat shimmered in
faint light asit fel, drop by drop, from her chin.

Half drowned in the tingling, burning, cramping sensations of her repaired flesh, Zanjafet the pressure of
those fingers only remotely, but as new toes budded and grew upon her disfigured feet, the fedling of it
was S0 bizarre that it was dl she could do to keep from snatching her foot from the witch’s grasp.

When Karislaid Zanja sfoot down, she rested her head in her hand for a moment as though exhausted
or overwhelmed by her labor.

“Serrain,” Zanjasad again. Even her voice trembled shamefully. Having given Karisthistitle of greet
respect, she could not think of what to say, or what to ask, or even what words might begin to be
adequate.

Karislumbered to her feet, agreat, graceless woman who seemed suddenly weary to the bone. She did



not speak, but dressed Zanjain gigantic clothing, and then tied her onto her back with rope, where she
could neither aid nor impede her.

Thefugitivejourney felt like afever dream. Karis strode rapidly down dark wayswhere dawn’ sfaint light
had not yet penetrated, bent over in a crouch to avoid the rough-hewn beams of the low ceiling. From
behind the stedl-clad doors where other prisoners stared or froze in terrible solitude, there was no sound.
Karisturned, and turned again, unhesitating. And then they were mounting a narrow, twisting stairway
that pressed in on both sides and clawed at Zanja sknees. They climbed into light that wormed its way
through narrow dlits of windows and dispersed like dust through the darkness. Karis stopped short, and
her rapid, shallow breaths swelled and receded within Zanja stightly bound embrace.

“. .. thiscursed country!” said avoice harshly in Sainnese. Boots rasped upon stone.

“Remember the grape arbors of Sainna. In winter they dropped their leaves, that was how we knew the
season. And the wind came in from the north, bringing rain.” The speaker paused, perhaps overcome by

his own poetry.

“And we sat indoors drinking warm wine.” The guard spat. “1’ d rather dmost have been killed than be
exiled in this barbaric country.”

“Our hearts are turned to stonein thisland of stone,” said the poet.
The angry man snorted. “A land of ice, more like.”
“Have another swig.”

Zanjasmelled the harsh fumes of ditilled liquor. The echoes of stone made the sound tricky, but by the
smdll she realized that the two men stood very close by. She took a deep breath and smelled the rancid
tallow with which they had waterproofed their cuirasses. All Sainnite soldiers smell the same because of
that tallow; she had sometimes been able to track them through the woods by smell done.

“Well, it'snot getting warmer,” said the angry man. “1 might aswell go feed the beasts. They’ll whinelike
dogstoday.”

The poet only grunted. His poetry he reserved for speaking of his native country. Like Zanja, it seemed
he was arefugee. The two men separated, and for amoment, ashadow blocked the dim light at the top
of the stairs, then passed. Zanjafelt Karis begin to breathe again. “1 wonder what they were talking
about,” she murmured.

“Thewesather,” said Zanja.
“Do you spesk their language, or are you just guessing?’
“| do speak it, though with aterrible accent.”

“Y ou speak this language with an accent too, though I'd not call it terrible.” Karis stepped out into the
wide corridor, into which opened double doors wide enough to admit awagon such as the one that had
carried Zanjato this place. Karisignored these massive doors, and went out through a nearby postern
door, around which mud and dush brought in by the guards boots puddied.

At fird, al Zanja could see was snow. Then the wallstook shape, asolid gray againgt the white sky. The
low stone buildingsto the right looked like stables; those to the left the guards quarters. One set of
buildings looked no different from the other except that one had chimneys and smaller doors. The wind
picked up and for amoment the entire scene disappeared behind blowing snow. Karis started boldly



acrossthe yard. The snow on Zanja sfacefdt like sparks from afire.

They reached the wall. Karislifted ahand to the rough stone, and for a giddy moment Zanjathought she
would smply push her way through, like amole through earth. But she wastesting agray,
snow-speckled rope that lay nearly invisible against the stone.

Already shivering, Zanjafelt asthough she were drowning in snow. The prison building was nearly
invisble. Karistook hold of the rope, dug her toesinto the thin cracks between the stones, and began to
climb. Shedid it gracelesdy, hastily, dmost cardlessy. Zanja hung upon her back, helpless asabundle of
laundry. When she turned her head, she could see portions of the compound, made ghostly and distant
by the gray light and the faling snow.

The snow cleared suddenly, and the centra building appeared, squatting sullenly under its dusting of
snow. On each corner of the square enclosure stood a guard tower, whose guards surely could see
Zanjaas clearly as she saw them. Then the snow began to fall again, but not soon enough. She heard the
distinct, echoing report of amusket shot.

Karis muttered a curse, and hauled hersalf up to the top of thewall. There was ablare of darm horns.
Zanjaimagined what she could not see: the doors of the guards' quarters bursting open, and soldiersin
their uniforms rushing for the stables and for the gates.

The sky swirled as Karis swung down the other side of thewall and swarmed down the rope to where a
huge horse waited with stolid patience. And then she stood in snow, breathing heavily, holding Zanja by
thewrigt as she cut the rope with a sharp knife, until Zanjadangled loose across her back, feet dragging
in the snow. Therank sheepskin doublet that Karis wore kept Zanjafrom feeling the muscle of that back,
but after these demongtrations of strength she was not at al surprised when Karis smply picked her up
and set her upon the horse’ s back, then dragged hersalf up behind her.

The horse jumped asif she had flicked him with awhip, and lunged headlong into the woods and down
the hill, spraying clots of snow around him. No horse could keep up such apacefor long in snow so
deep, but by the time he dowed, Karis seemed satisfied. “ They dready are turning back,” she said.
“They have no ssomach for thisfoul westher.”

Zanjalay dumped againgt Karis's shoulder, too weak to sit up on her own, hardly able to even hold up
her head or lift ahand to brush the snow from her face. “ This has been avery strange day,” she
murmured. And then deep overwhelmed her.

Chapter Five

Snow was 4till falling when Karis hid Zanjaand the horse in the hills, and went on foot to let hersdlf into
the barn of afine farmstead near the edge of the forest that hemsin West Hart. Like everything in this
part of Shafta, the barn was built of stone and mortar within asheltered hollow, with aroof so low the
beasts sheltered there could scarcely lift their heads. Two cows thisfarmstead owned, and two horses,
and adozen or more sheep. Thisfarmstead was far off the beaten track, far enough that perhapsit had
never been raided by Sainnites, who had been known to butcher the milk cows and strip the cellarsto
thewalls. The dark day and shuttered windows had fooled the chickens, who had goneto roost in the
low rafters though the sun would not set for sometime yet. No doubt the numbers of this substantia flock
would be sadly diminished come spring.

These people were not wholly hostile to strangers, for aloaf of pauper’ s bread, wrapped in wax cloth,
rested upon a shelf just insde the door. A wide-mouthed jar with astopper hung there aswell. Karis



milked acow into the jug. She found some hen’s eggsin the hay and tied them up with the bread. She
could find nothing to carry oatsin, and finally took off one of her shirts and made abag out of it by tying
the deavestogether and pulling tight the neck string. She left some coinsin compensation for having taken
more than was customary, and returned the way she had come, walking in her own footprints.

Inagoat's burrow hidden in the nearby hills, Zanjalay as Karis had |eft her, wrapped in the horse
blanket, watched over by the raven. She still dept like achild, her skin flushed as with fever, her hair a
meatted tangle, her hands limply open againgt the earth. Her fingers were thin as sticks, and every bone
stood out harshly in her sharply angled face. Karislay down thefistful of oats she had reserved for the
raven, and sat in the opening of the burrow, just out of reach of the falling snow. She heard faintly the
horse crunching dry oats with his big teeth. He needed to be stabled and fed properly, but agood bit of
gruding traved Hill lay ahead of them thisnight.

Zanjahad dept the entire day through, collgpsed in Karis sarmslike ajointed puppet with the strings cut
loose. While she dept, Karis nourished her, and felt herself dowly emptied, and knew the giddiness that
comes from too much generosity. When the raven rgjoined them, he crept ingde the shelter of the blanket
that wrapped them both, and he muttered in Karis s ear al he knew, every word Zanja had spoken
during that strange night. It had been geniusto send the raven, Karis supposed, but now there seemed
something diabolica in his masguerade. She had crested him intelligent, but he was a so without
compunction.

Now sunset was gpproaching and Karis till could not decide what to do. When she turned her head,
Zanjawaslooking &t her.

Zanjaawoke in acramped cranny between two boulders, which was blocked at one end by brush and
stone, and at the other end by Karis, whose extraordinary length folded impossibly into the narrow
space. Her back bowed to match the curve of the stones; her legsfit tightly to her chest, and her arms
tucked to her sides, bent at the elbows, with her hands atop her knees. Her shirt hung loose at the neck
and wrist, and oat grains were stuck m the weave of the fabric. Slush and melted snow puddled &t her
feet and dripped from the curled tips of her hacked-off hair. She looked as worn as her stained and
poorly patched clothing: aused-up woman on the verge of going to rags.

Why did her kith and kin let awoman of rare and valuable talent go hungry, cold, and poorly clothed like
this?

Karisturned her head, and Zanja caught her breath. She sat up, tossed off the heavy horse blanket which
covered her, and took off Karis' sheepskin doublet.

Karis said hoarsdly, “No, you wesr it.”
“Not whileyou are cold.”

“I'mnot.”

“But you'retrembling.”

Karislifted one of the hands with which she clagped her knee, and examined its tremor without surprise.



“It' snearly sunsst.”

“Itis?’ Puzzled, Zanjaexamined their droppings-strewn shelter: the raven, who ate oats greedily, the
plain round loaf of bread and the jug and eggs that waited beside it on the ground, and Karis again, who
gazed a her steadily, as though waiting for something. Zanjaremembered how the day had begun, but
she remembered nothing else. Now, agreen and raw energy pulsed in her wasted body, like sgprisingin
winter’ s skeletal trees, and Karis, who that morning had seemed gigantic in spirit aswell as body, now
seemed diminished, exhausted, worn to the bone. It was as though she had poured hersdlf into the wreck
of Zanja sflesh until dl her reserves were exhausted.

Zanjasad, “ Serrain, | don't understand you.”

Karisdid into the cleft and crouched close to Zanja, so close that drops of melting snow from her hair
stung the skin of Zanja shand. “Why do you call me* Serrain’ ? What does it mean?’

“I—honor you. | don’t know how it’s proper to address a Shaf* tali eemental. . .”
“So you' re making me astranger.”
“No, my people vadue formaity—"

Karislooked away, the line of her body acipher of frustration. “But if you were being impetuous, even
foolhardy?’

“Karis” It did seemfoolhardy, evento call her by namelikethis. “Y ou could have my servitude, for
surdly | owe you whatever you demand. So why demand afriendship, which requires an obligation in
return’?’

“How ese could my behavior possibly be explained, except asfulfilling an obligation? Well, madness, |
suppose.”

“It does seem like madness,” Zanjasaid.

“Doyouthink s0?’ In body and in spirit Karisfilled agreat dedl of space, and Zanjawasfighting with
hersdlf to keep from backing away. There was something of the raven in Karis sway of waiting for Zanja
to speak: intent, expectant, amost apprehensive. Unlike thefire bloods, earth bloods normaly were
stable as stone, but it appeared that Karis doubted her own sanity.

Zanjasaid, “Perhapsit only seems like madness since you are a complete stranger and have no reason to
be obligated to me. But—" Theinexplicable certainty of insgght rose up in her and shesaid in
astonishment, “but in the future, | will serve you, and you will indeed be obligated—"

Karislet out her breath as though someone had suddenly dammed afist into her back.

Zanjareached for Karis shand. It was surprisingly warm, and had afluttering tremor, like apalsy.

Karis s other hand rested upon her thigh. When Zanjatouched it to turn it over, it flexed involuntarily but
did not pull away. Upon thiswrist, as upon the other, was inscribed in faded scars an old despair. There
had been atime, years ago, when Karis had tried to kill hersdlf.

And then she remembered: the gangly, extraordinarily tall young woman, arefugee from thefal of the
House of Lilterwess, being escorted like a prisoner to the waiting wagon. She remembered how she had
watched her being carried away, and how the sight had laid ahorror upon her heart.

Shelooked up into Karis s shadowed face. That despairing prisoner certainly had been she, though she



hardly seemed helpless any longer. Karis broke the silence with avoice that strained to seem indifferent,
“If | amply sat herein silence long enough, would you discover dl my secrets?’

“I'm beginning to think | might.”

She dtill held Karis strembling hand. In the silence, she could hear how ungteadily Karis breathed. Zanja
didn’t say anything, fearing that she had aready been too presumptuous. Then Karissaid, “ Therewasa
timethat | could not endure my life. | wish it were my worst dishonor or my grestest shame. But the truth
isthat | dishonor mysdlf every day, and will do so again today.”

She had spoken these terrible words with a bleak hopel essness that defied response. Zanja groped her
way out of that silence with uncertain words. “ Surdly ... if it were true that you have no honor, then there
would be no reason for you to be so tortured.”

“I have no honor,” Karis said heavily. “1 would—and can—do anything for smoke.”

Three months ago, Zanjawould have dropped Karis' s drug palsied hand and pulled away in involuntary
disgust. But she had seen repugnance in the eyes of her Sainnite guards every day since then, asthey
recoiled from her crippled body. Karis, though, had touched her without hesitation or disgust. So now
Zanjaheld onto Karis shand. “Y ou consder yoursdlf responsible,” she said. “Cal it what you will, it
seems honorableto me.”

A long time Karis gazed a her, until the raven said harshly, “Y ou arein dire danger!”
“Oh, shut up.” But Karis gently eased her hand from Zanja s grasp.
Zanjasad, “What kind of danger?’

“Morekinds of danger than | can begin to name,” Karis said briskly, and served without ceremony the
scavenged meal of bread as hard as stone, milk fresh from the cow, eggsraw inthe shell. Zanja ate like
the starved soul she was, Karis ate as though she were doing the food afavor. While Zanja ate, she
considered whether she might demand to be told what Karis had to fear. If she had been caught up in this
strange woman' s destiny and was somehow to do her agreat service, then surely she might beina
position to ing st upon the truth.

When the last dry crumb was gone and the raven had pecked apart the emptied eggshells, Karissaid
suddenly, “Wédll, there safarmstead not far from here, where | imagine they would take you in, and even
marry you into the family. Isolated places like this get hungry for new blood, and it’sa prosperouslittle
farm. | could give you abit of adowry, to ease your way.”

Zanjasaid, bewildered, “Wherever you go, | am going with you.”
“No, you arenot.” Karis busied hersdf with getting ready to go.

The day had succumbed to acold twilight. Zanjalooked down at her wasted limbs. “But | am no threat
to you. Eveninmy full srength—"

Karislooked up sharply, and Zanja saw how distressed she was. “Under smoke | am utterly
defensdess”

“ After you saved my life and took such risks, | couldn’t even think of harming you.”

Karis dung the horse blanket over her shoulder.



“But till, you dare not trust me? 1’ [l swear you an oath. My word is my honor—your raven, who knows
my entirelife, cantell you asmuch.”

Trembling, glassy-eyed, Karis said, “ An oath would make no difference. | can’t take you with me.”
Zanjasad, “Thenleave mewherel am.”

“You'll freeze to degth thisvery night!”

“I do not want alife that has no purpose.”

Karissad angrily, “I'll carry you to the farm against your will, if I must.”

Zanjawaited. Ransel dways said there was something uncanny about her ability to distinguish atrue
threat from abluff. Karis sat back on her hedls. “What oath?’

“Beforemy god Sdlos a, She Who Travels Between the Worlds, | swear | will value your life asmy
own, protect you from harm when you are injured, serve your interests when you are absent, guard your
back in every battle, love your friends and hate your enemies, and honor your namein life and in death.”
It was the oath Zanjaand Ransel had sworn to each other when they were scarcely more than children.

Karissaid, “Now you are being foolhardy.”

“You think | would chooseto Sit warm and dry in some farmer’ s cottage, while you go forth aloneinto
the bitter night? That | would be content to live out my days bearing children and hoeing corn when |
could have embraced a perilous destiny instead? Y ou do not know me, Karis.”

“I know Norina, to whose house we are going. She will blame you that | put mysdf at your mercy. And
you will indeed bein peril.” Karis crawled out of the burrow and whistled shrilly for the horse.

The snow lay deep upon the barren hills, which swelled like alovely woman' s breasts under agray silk
sky. In the cleft between them clustered groves of leafless trees, and far away in the lower country Zanja
thought she spotted a speck of light, perhaps awindow of that farm where awarm fire burned behind
thick windowpanes.

It was cold, bitter cold, and would be colder still if the wind picked up. Karis waded in knee-degp snow
as she carried Zanjadown the hillside to the waiting horse. Trembling had taken over her entire frame,
and she sumbled in the snow like adying animd struggling to remain afoot. Her skin, where Zanja
touched it, was clammy, and the color had drained out of her face. Zanja had seen many awarrior
stricken to the heart who looked no better than this. dazed and shiny-eyed as her soul aready started
down the last path. Karis managed to lift Zanjato the horse' s back, and stood leaning against the beast’s
broad shoulder, breathing shalowly as though she might faint, fumbling one-handed at the buttons of her
woolen shirt.

Zanjaworked one hand under the cinch to hold hersalf steady on the horse’ s unsaddled back. “Can |
hdp?’

The raven, now perched upon the horse' s rump, said, “Leave her be.”

Zanjalooked hagtily away as Karis drew a smoke purse out from within her shirt. Zanja once had
curiousy examined such apursein the marketplace, not realizing until later what it wasfor. It would



contain atin matchbox filled with expengve sulfur matches, acharred pipe of carved wood, and asupply
of the drug, each small piece wrapped in atwist of waxed paper.

Theraven said, “The horse will be unableto carry the two of you in such deep snow. You'll havetoride
aone, while shewalks.”

“I will stay on the horse somehow,” Zanjasaid. Shewould tie hersdf to the cinch if she had to.

She heard the crack and sputter of amatch being lit, and smelled the stink of sulfur, and then a second
smdll, like burning mold, the scent of dark aleyways and dilgpidated doorways. Karis sighed out her
breath and said, suddenly and clearly, “ Zanja, theravenisonly clever in certain ways. Y ou will haveto
use your judgment.”

“I understand,” Zanja said, continuing to gaze out at the landscape.
“And you must instruct me—much aswe both . . . didiketheidea. | will obey you. | will—haveto.”

Theraven said, “You didn't take a second breath of smoke. Do it now.” Karis said nothing, but Zanja
heard another heavy sigh. “Now pack the purse—shake the ashes out of the pipe firs—and button your
shirt”

Zanjatook off the sheepskin doublet and leaned down to put it on Karis. Karis alowed herself to be
clothed and fastened againgt the cold, dl the while gazing into Zanja sface with the eyes of an infant:
gartlingly blue and terribly, invitingly helpless. Zanjasaid to her, her voice srange and rough in her ears,
“Good raven, does she have no cap to wear?’

The answer, it seemed, was no, and neither could the raven reassure Zanjathat Karis s boots were well
greased or her stockings warm enough to keep her feet from freezing. Karis had embarked on her cold
journey no better equipped than a pauper.

Zanjawould have to keep Karis moving so that she would not freeze, and perhapsin the end the horse
would still haveto carry them both. For now, though, Zanjawrapped hersdlf in the heavy blanket, and
hoped that their journey would not take so very long.

“It will take haf the night at least,” the raven said, when they had started in the direction he told her.
Zanjasghed, dismayed anew. “Is Norinaher commander? Her lover?’

The raven cawed a harsh and even hitter laugh. “Lover? Smoke deprivesits users of both agency and
desire. And,” he added gleeful at her shock, “Norinawill happily kill you.”

Some hours had passed when the clouds parted to reveal the light-edged blades of the stars, none of
which seemed to bein quite the right place any more. Zanja gazed up at them, stunned by cold and by
the beauty of the night sky, which she had never expected to see again. The relocated stars reminded her
how far she was from home, and how much she was dtered, and how much she had forgotten. The
obedient giant trudged listlesdy through the snow, breaking the way for the horse and perhaps being
broken in the process. The snow cracked like ice beneath her weight. Theiron chill invaded Zanja's
flesh, cutting like knife to bone.

When Karistripped over the road stones and fell into the road, Zanja dazedly thought that it must be her
fault. And then she came out of her daze enough to redlize what danger they werein. “How close are



we?’ she cried to the raven, who had flown to Karis and flapped around her as she floundered to her
feet again. There was blood, Zanja saw, in the snow. Earth blood. The spilling of it would bless this spot,
and the road workers would curse the weeds that would displace the stones here with grand abandon,
come spring, and only Zanjawould know why, if shelived until then.

The horse had followed Karisinto the road, and nosed her gently, as though she were afoundering foal.
“Karis, come here)” Zanjadurred. Karis came, and stood quietly as Zanja brushed the snow from her
shirt front and her hair, stopped her nosebleed with the help of some snow, and then felt her hands, which
seemed even colder than her own. She dipped her fingersinto the breast of Karis s shirt. Karis gazed up
at her, seemingly relaxed, with her lips parted, but suddenly bregthing too quickly, and with her heart
pounding againgt Zanja s hand. What did Karisfear? That Zanjawould embrace the temptation of that
terrible, malleable innocence? Or that she would take the smoke purse and so take control of dl Karis's
choices?

Zanjahastily removed her hand and said, “Karis, your heart is till warm—that shegpskin doubl et will
keep you dive, at least. But you' re too tired to continue, and | am too cold. Perhaps the smoke keeps
you from even knowing that you' re tired. But you weretired to start with, and perhaps you didn’t know
it then, ether.”

The raven had been watching Zanjaasif consdering whether to peck her to pieces. But now, he said
with greet civility, “We ve gone more than haf the distance.”

“How much more than haf?’

“Not much at dl.”

“Then thisjourney isgoing to end badly, good raven. Thereis no shelter nearby?”
“No.”

Zanjd s emaciated frame had begun to shiver uncontrollably, with cold or with weakness. “Karis—should
have abandoned me— she could have ridden. | should not have been so insstent. Now we both arein
danger.”

The raven watched her, with inscrutable raven’ s eyes.
“Wewill diewithout help,” Zanjasaid.

There was aweight and warmth againgt Zanja s knee where Karis had leaned suddenly. Perhaps, in that
long silence, she was considering Zanja swords, in however dow or strange away. The raven said,
“Follow the road south to the third set of milestones, and then go east into the woods. Due east, until you
reach aridge, then follow the ridge to the southeast. Y ou understand?’
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The raven gtill hesitated, as though he wanted to admonish her further, or threaten her perhaps. Then, the
raven spread hiswings, and flew into the darkness.

Following Zanja singtructions, Karis struggled to mount the horse, and even using alarge foneasa
mounting block amost could not succeed. But when at last she rode behind Zanja, with the blanket
wrapped around them both, they had alittle warmth for awhile, which they shared between them like
two starvelings might share a piece of bread.

Only inwinter did the sky seem at once so bright and so dark. The sharp-edged lights of the night sky



crowded down upon the frozen earth, but their fireswere cold. When it came time to leave the road and
go east among the trees, a steady shower of didodged snow flung itsdlf at them, like sparks faling from
the stars bitter fires. Zanjabegan to shiver again, and al her many disciplines could not keep her
attention from wandering down unlikely and devious paths, which more often than not brought her up
short at a shattered ravine where something had happened that she could not and did not wish to
remember.

The horse a'so was wandering, indifferent to the stars that Zanjawanted him to follow, trying only to find
the route of the shallowest snow and fewest trees. Zanja had not the strength to force him to do
differently, and shewondered if they werelogt, and how they might hope to be found on such anight.
Then she ceased to be interested in such questions.

Sometimelater, shefell into asnowdrift, and lay therein avast confusion of mind. The horse shig
hooves stamped down not a handspan from her head, and for amoment she thought she lay once again
inthe AshaValley, under the hooves of a Sainnite warhorse. There were yellow flames and an angry
voice shouting, and then the horse blundered away. A lantern glared into her eyes, and besideit glared
the scarred, narrow-lipped, hard-eyed face of awarrior, who seemed to be deciding the best way to
make an end of her.

Lord Desath flapped into the light. “ Sheis under Karis s protection!”

“Karisisafool!” Thewarrior tossed the raven roughly aside. Shetook Zanjaby the arm, and jerked her
out of the drift. Zanjalanded in atangle, but struggled to her knees. The warrior was going to strike her,
and if Zanjaducked the blow the woman would draw the wicked dagger that, for now at least, remained
sheathed. Zanjadrew hersalf up to accept the fist instead. The blow never landed, and so she had lelsure
to remember what it was like to strike someone who neither flinched nor fought back. She had only ever
hit someone like that once, and never forgot the shame of it. So now thiswarrior restrained hersdlf,
perhaps also remembering other blows struck in rage that she later had cause to regret.

Thewarrior said, after amoment, “Y ou're asmart woman, whoever you are.”

Zanjawould have gotten to her feet then, if she could have, and faced this worthy opponent eyeto eye
and blade to blade. Even were she at the peak of strength and skill shelikely would be defeated, but it
would be an education worth its price in spilled blood and injured pride. Scarcely had she thought this
when the warrior’ s scarred face creased with a grim amusement, and she unceremonioudly hauled Zanja
up and dragged her to the lightweight dedge that stood nearby, and dumped her into it like aload of
potatoes. “How isKaris?’

The man she spoke to kndlt at Karis sfeet with alantern nearby, feding her bare toes with ungloved
hands. He seemed unsurprised by the warrior’ s abruptness and violence. “ She' sfine, Norina. A touch of
frosthite, nothing serious. Why did you never tell me your friend isasmoke addict? It explains so much. .
" He glanced over at Zanja, and his eyes widened. “ Shaftal’sName!”

Heleft Karisto the brisk attentions of the warrior, and beat the snow out of Zanja s clothing, then
wrapped her in abearskin robe. “What happened to you? Y ou’ re naught but bonein skin.”

“Captivity,” Zanjasad.

“Drink some of this, if you can.” He uncorked asmadl jug and gaveit to her to drink. “1 am J han, of the
Order of Hedlers”

Zanjalet him fed her hands and breast, but stopped him when he reached for the heavy socksthat Karis
had given her. “Don't touch my feet.”



“What?’

She could hardly blame him for being so bewildered, but the warrior’ s hand appeared suddenly on the
heder’ s shoulder, and the woman said, “J han, | guess| need to talk privately to—"

“ThisisZanja” he murmured automaticaly, asthough introducing friends a afestiva.
“Just afew wordswith her.”

The hedler climbed out of the dedge and walked out of earshot, shaking his head dl the while. “What did
Karisdo to you?’ Norinasaid.

Zanjasaid, “When Karisfound me, | was paralyzed. My back was broken. My flesh was rotting. Half
my toes had been hacked off.”

Norina snatched off one of Zanja's socks and looked at what Zanja did not want the healer to see; the
incongruous, soft pink toes that lay against the otherslike replacement boards in a weethered barn. She
muttered, “Karis, | will eviscerate you.”

“You'll havetokill mefirg.”

“And how difficult would that be? Listen: Y ou were wise to keep J han from realizing what power is at
work here. And you' d be unwiseto irritate me further. The way to guarantee that | don’t smply toss you
back into that snowdrift would be for you to promise to do whatever | tell you to do.”

“I giveyou my word that | will do asyou say,” Zanjasaid.

“Good. Start by continuing to keep your mouth shut.” She put dry socks on Zanja sfeet, and caled the
hedler back to the dedge. He came leading the hang-headed plow horse, which barely seemed ableto
drag hisfeet through the snow, and tied the lead to the back of the dedge.

“WEe Il go now,” Norinasaid.

The man seemed to know better than to demand an explanation from her. He smply got into the dedge,
and drew up alap robe over hislegs.

They reached a small stone cottage tucked among the hills, which had achimney wall dividing itstwo
rooms, kitchen at one side and bedroom at the other. In the bedroom, Norina stripped Karis naked
besde thefire, tossing her wet clothing onto the floor, cardlesdy reveding amagnificence of muscle and
form that might make a sculptor weep. With Karisfolded into the too-small bed, then it was Zanja sturn
to be stripped and dumped into a scalding bath, where she could not avoid seeing what the Sainnites had
doneto her. Benesth the grime, which at least could be washed away, her loose skin bagged over
wasted muscle. Her joints seemed too big, like swollen knobs on dender branches. Her breasts had
falen flat upon her rib cage; her face, which never had been soft, felt like askull under her fingertips. Her
teeth even were loose, though by some stroke of good fortune none had fallen out. Thisdien form was
made only stranger by the restoration to which it had been subjected. All down her back and buttocks,
sengtive pink skin patched the brown.

Norinahad |eft her done, and came back in to find Zanjaworn out with washing, too tired to resist or
even to object when the hostile stranger washed her back and took on the project of her hair. Neither of
them spoke, and Norina offered no gestures of pity, no matter what the sight of Zanja s devastated body



made her think. Brusque and efficient, she hauled Zanja out of the tub and sat her upon the hearth
wrapped in ablanket, and called in the healer to help carry away the tub. She returned again in awhile,
with abowl of broth. The smell of food brought Zanjaout of her daze.

Norinasat down upon a battered, three-legged stool that might have been older than the sagging stone
wallswithin which they sheltered. Zanja said after awhile, “I envy you your vigor.”

The preoccupied, battle-scarred face turned as if surprised to find her aliving being and not just a
problem to be solved. She said, “You'll recover faster than seems possible, and you'll fedl the effects of
Karis simmoderate generosity for yearsto come. What isyour name again?’

“| am Zanjana Tarwem. | was Speaker for the Ashawald i, but now my people are al dead.”

After along silence Norinasaid, “We have heard of the massacre of the Ashawal@i. Y ou' rethe only
survivor that we know of.”

“Perhaps there were others, but | expect they would have killed themsalves. Pardon me—if | anto
answer your questions, | want to know who is asking them and why.”

Norinasaid, “ The speaker for the Ashawaai by tradition has the G’ deon’s ear. Where did you serve as
adiplomat, with the House of Lilterwessfalen?’

“I looked out for my peopl€ sinterestsin the northern border towns. Why isit your business?’

Norinalooked up from her hands. The sardonic expression that the scar gave her face seemed much
more pronounced. “Y ou certainly are asincessantly polite and courteoudy insistent as any diplomat. But
if you had awesapon your hand would be oniit, am I right?’

Zanjasaid softly, “No, Norina, | would never signa my intent so carelesdy, and so sacrifice the
advantage of surprise.”

Norinalooked amused, asawalf isamused by the antics of the rabbit she chases. “Tell me how you
cameto bein the Sainnite prison.”

Zanjacould play the game no longer. Wesarily, so that the angry woman would leave her done and let her
deep, she answered her questions aswell as she could, considering how little she could remember of the
eventsthat Norina seemed to find most interesting. With months of pain and solitude and near insanity
lying between this present moment and the massacre of the Ashawaai, it seemed adistant event in
someone e s’ slife. She had become a ghost, and now Karis' s hand upon her heart had raised her from
the dead and brought her forth into anew world, anew body, anew life. The past seemed irrelevant.

As she struggled to remember those horrible, distant events, she gradually became unnerved by the
dissecting qudity of Norina s gaze and the weird accuracy of her sharply honed questions. And then,
looking up impatiently as Norinaasked a third question about something Zanja had twice told her shedid
not remember, she redlized that the unnerving qudity of Norina s gaze was not wholly unfamiliar to her.

She interrupted herself, and said, “We have met before.”
“Redly. How long ago?’
“How long hasit been since thefdl? Fifteen years?’

Norina opened her mouth, then closed it again without asking a question. Zanja had actualy managed to
surprise her.



Zanjasaid, “1t was my first year to travel with the Speaker, my teacher. Do you remember, in the
charterhouse, early in the morning, he wastalking with Councilor Mabin? Y ou cameinto tell her you
were ready to leave. Y ou gathered her papersfor her. | stood over by the teatable, watching you,
unable to determine what you were. But the Speaker told me later that you are a Truthken.”

Norinasaid indifferently, “Mabin and the Speaker were arguing.”
“No, it was a cold but courteous conversation.”

“I had just taken my vows.”

“But you had no earring.”

“It was just afew pages of paper.”

“I remember thirty shedts, at least. | have wondered since then if she waswriting her famous book—
Warfare, isthat itstitle?” Zanja added, forestaling Norina s attempt to quiz her on further details, “ Y ou
were dressed in black. There was abrisk firein the fireplace. The sun wasjust risng.”

Norinasaid coldly, “Well, there' s nothing wrong with your memory.”

Zanjahad thought it might help her cause to remind Norina of their common history. Now, sheredized
that she only had done hersdlf harm, though she was too stupid with exhaustion to understand how, or

why.

Her bowl was empty, and shewished it full again, but with meat and potatoes thistime, and some fruit
and cheese besides. If not for raging hunger she would have falen adeep where she sat.

Norinafindly said, “Y our history is not important. | am charged with Karis' s protection, and you have
comein like asnake under thewalls|’ ve built around her.”

“Karis choseto walk out beyond those walls.”

“It was no choice. Fire attracts earth, and like dll earth eementals Karisis particularly drawn to broken
thingsthat only she can fix. Certainly, you were sorely broken.”

Zanjalooked up at the Truthken then. “1f | had done thisto mysalf just to trick her out of hiding, then you
would beright to kill me, for | would be an abomination.”

“And there the puzzle lies.” Norinastood up and took the bowl, and returned in alittle while with mest
and roast potatoes, an apple and a piece of cheese. Little wonder some people become convinced that
Truthkens can read their every thought as clearly as though they had been spoken out loud. “J han thinks
| aninsane,” Norinasad, “and he asked meto warn you that rich food will give you the gripe. You
should tell him tomorrow that it did, even though it won't.” She gave Zanja her eating knife, avauable
Mearish blade with an edge of startling sharpness, and sat with her booted feet stretched out to thefire
while Zanjawolfed down the food.

Zanjahad swallowed the last of the cheese and was struggling to keep her eyes open when Norinasaid
quietly, “I wish | could make you my dly in protecting Karis, but we are a cross-purposes. No—" she
held up ahand to forestall aprotest. “1 know you are virtuous and honorable and ready to diein her
defense. | know that you have given her your loydty, and that there is no truer friend than afire blood.
But your visions and passions and moments of insight would be like poison to her. So | have no choice
except to keep you away from her. | don’t expect you to be willing.”



Zanjasad, “1 don’'t understand.”

Norinasighed, and for amoment she seemed amost troubled. “1 don't know how to explainit in away
you could accept. Karisis vulnerable and irreplaceable. Y ou are an unpredictable visonary. With vison
comesrisk. Therefore, you must be kept out of her life”

“Kariswantsme.”

“Karis wants much that she cannot have. And you would do well to remember that Truthkens are
executioners”

Chapter Six

Zanjaawakened to paelight filtering through window shutters, and to the hushed crackling sound of
cinders cooling in the fireplace. She had falen adeep where she sat the night before, upon the hearth,
naked, with a second blanket that she did not remember being tossed over her. Karis ill dept restlesdy
among twisted blankets, with her legs hanging out over the end of the bed, but Norinawas gone. Zanja
used the chamber pot and considered the clothing—Norina s clothing, she assumed—Ilaid out nearby for
her to wear. The linen shirt and drawers would be worn next to the skin. The underclothing tied with
laces, but the woolen outer clothing, both tunic and breeches, fastened with horn buttons. She then
discovered buttonholes at the tops of the hose, and had to undress again, so she could button the hose to
the underdrawers. She tottered across the bedroom in thiswarm but peculiar attire, and opened the door
to the kitchen. There, in the light spilling through an unshuttered window, J han Hedler sat yawning at the
scarred kitchen table with areed pen in his hand. Bowls of dried herbs, amortar and pestle, and a
beautiful brass scalelay within hisreach.

“You canwak!” he exclamed.
“Not well.” Zanja stumbled to the hearth, where her knees gave out.

“There s porridge dready made; will you have some?’ J han tucked the pen behind his ear, and got up to
serve her, following the porridge with warm milk and honey, severa dices of buttered bread, and an
infusion of herbsto build up her strength. He brought over a bucket of small green apples, and set it
within her reach. “Have you had enough to eat?’

He had put so much effort into feeding her that it would have been crud to tel him shewas till hungry.
He returned to his seat at the table, where he weighed and measured herbs into folded paper packets,
and sedled them with wax. Though the healers, once renowned hospitalers, had become hunted
wanderers after thefal of the House of Lilterwess, thisone, a least, seemed to have found more than a
home for the winter, for he and Norina had briefly awakened Zanjain the middle of the night asthey
made lovein the kitchen.

He did not speak to Zanja again until she began to halfheartedly tear apart the matsin her hair. “Let me
help—I’1l get acomb.”

So she leaned her head weakly upon his knee, and he seemed happy enough with histask, employing
every trick Zanjahad ever heard of to keep from resorting to the scissors, even before she explained, in
response to aquestion, that her hair was uncut because among her people shorn hair isthe mark of the
outcast. Sheliked him al the more when he did not seem troubled that she wept as he worked, and she
would even have thought he had not noticed, except that he commented later, “ Someone you loved must
have once combed your hair.”



“My brother Ransdl,” she said. “He waskilled near summer’send.”
“I’m sorry to hear it. My brother used to comb my hair too. It'sbeen yearssincel saw him last.”

The headler had gotten up once to tend the fire, when the bedroom door opened suddenly, and Karis
crouched through into the kitchen, red-eyed as a crapulous drunk. She dazedly examined the room as
she fumbled with shirt buttons. Her wandering gaze chanced across Zanja sface, and paused.

“Try aswalow of this” the hedler said. He had legpt to hisfeet, and offered Karis an earthenware flask.
“Jhan,” Karisrasped in her smoke-ruined voice.

J han looked gtartled, as though he had not expected her to know his name.

She sipped from the flask, and lifted ahand to her throat.

“Those with Juras blood have such beautiful voices,” the heder said.

Zanjalooked at Karis, startled, asif she had not seen her before. She had heard of the Juras, atribe of
giantsthat were said to dwell far to the south of Shaftal, at the edge of a great waterlesswasteland. It
was said that the sound of their singing could cause the starsto tremblein the sky. Perhgps Karis svoice
could not be fully mended, but the ghost of its lost richness echoed now behind the hoarseness as she
thanked him and then sat down heavily in achair that wastoo small for her long frame. With acrease
between her brows, she reached down to brush a thumb across Zanja s tear-stained cheekbone. The
gesture left Zanja gpeechless.

“Canyou eat yet?’ J han asked Karis.
“Chew tongue,” she durred.

J han seemed scarcely ableto restrain his curiosity, and the corner of Karis's mouth quirked a bit.
“Angry Norina?’

“Sheison one of her rampages,” he admitted.

“My fault.” Karis sbig, work-hardened hands folded together, finger by finger, and she rested her
forehead upon this support as though she had much to think about. “Whereisshe?’ she asked after a
while

“She needed to go to Leston.”

Karisraised her heed. “Did she deep last night?’
J han opened his mouth, then closed it again.
“No,” Karissaid for him. “ Shafta protect us.”

Apparently having decided that Karis s mouth had been released from its paralysis, J han distractedly
served her some breskfast. She ate carefully, dutifully, without apparent appetite. Watching her, Zanja
remembered something she had heard once about smoke addicts, but had not heeded because it seemed
absurd: that they lived in lack of pain, and diefor lack of pleasure. Karis ate as though she had been
trained to do it; smoke surely had destroyed her sense of taste, just asit had her sense of touch. And so,
Zanjaredlized with ashock, Kariswould indeed be deprived of both desire and agency, since the earth
bloods understand through physica sensation. It must have taken an enormous talent indeed for Karisto
have healed and rescued Zanjawith so little gpparent difficulty.



“Isthere aplace where| can St inthe sun?’ Zanjaasked.
J han had returned to hislabors at the table. He said with some surprise, “It’ s bitter cold out there.”
“I"ve been in the dark for months.”

“Wadll, there sabench out by the barn. I’ll Iet you use my shoes, but | doubt you can walk in snow,
consdering the trouble you had with walking on asolid floor.”

“I'll go out with you.” Karisfastened her bootstraps, and Zanja put on J han’s shoes and his doublet of
quilted wool that he had worn the night before. On the way out the door, Karis asked for adice of
bread, which she held in the air as soon as the door was closed, and the raven swooped down to snatch
it out of her hand.

Supported on Karis sarm, Zanjamade it to the frost-encrusted bench without falling. The light reflected
from the snow was bright enough to make her eyestear up. She said, “I don’t know how much you
remember. But last night | frightened you, and | owe you an apology.”

Karisfrowned asif shewere trying to remember adream. “ That’ sright, you did.”
“| should have explained first what | was doing. It didn’t occur to me.”

Karis sat down beside her. “ Smoke and rape go together,” she said, “like bread and butter. I1t'salesson
hard to forget, once learned.”

Zanjafdt asearing shame, for she understood far better than she should have the attraction of that
helplessness. “Y ou never should have taken mewith you, and | never should have forced you into it.”

Karissaid, “But your oath was good.”
“Of course my oath was good. But how could you have known that? And till, we nearly died of cold.”

Karis closed her eyesto the bright sun, and murmured, “Y ou sound so like Noring, it'samost funny.
And you're even wearing her clothes”

Zanjadid not find it funny at al, for she might admire Norina s genius and yet have no desreto imitateit.
“Sheand | know thetruth in different ways,” she said. “My way is much more messy: confused and
hazardous. I'll never have Norind s certainty, but I'll never want it, either.”

Karis began to laugh, and seemed to find it hard to stop. “Blessed day,” she said at last, wiping her eyes
upon her deeve, “Y ou dismay me. What did Norinado to you last night, to leave you so bitter in the
morning? Not that | can’t imagineit, mind you, Sincel’ ve known her haf my life” When Zanjadid
not—could not—speak, Karis looked over at her and said more gently, “Y ou must have put her ina
panic. | wish | could have seen such ararity.”

“Y ou flatter me”

“| dared hope that once she' d seen beneath your skin you might become friends somehow. A fond hope,
| know; but ill, Norina can be afine friend. She doesit in her own way, but she' s gppalingly religble.”

“Did you wonder if we might be adversariesinstead?’

Therewas aslence. Karis said in amuted voice, “I confess, that isanovelty that hadn’t even occurred
to me. | want to ask, adversaries over what? But that makes me sound naive.” She leaned her head back
and shut her eyes again, wearing her sadnesslike an old and familiar shirt. “But if you had wanted to try



to control awild power—" her voice was heavy with irony “—you missed your opportunity when you
had my smoke pursein your hand and didn’t takeit. So it’s not power you and Norina are adversaries
over, and what e seisthere?”’

Sitting beside Karis, with the warmth from her powerful left arm soaking into the wasted flesh of Zanja's
right shoulder, Zanjaabruptly found hersdlf unable to answer; unwilling, in fact, to continue down this
path of conversation that she had embarked on so boldly. She said, knowing that she had intended to say
something quite different, “I have sworn you an oath of friendship, and | have foreseen that | am destined
to serve you. But Norina says that my visions and passions would be poison to you, and she threatened
tokill meif | don’t stay away from you.”

Shefdt Karis smusclestwitch, but when Karis spoke, Zanja heard nothing in her voice to explain that
gpasm of shock or pain. Without emation, she said, “ Norina often takes it upon hersdlf to teach people
thelir duty.”

So, Zanjathought, | am to lead an empty life.

But Karis continued after amoment, her voice straining, “When | was young, not twelve yearsold, my
master thought that smoke would make me a better whore. He' d gone through great expenseto raise me
from infancy, because he knew that my mother’ s size and strength had made her popular with the
Sainnites. But | was such adisappointment to him: willful, disobedient, tearful, rudeto the clients. And
perhaps, as he redized how large | would grow, he also began to fear my eventua strength. So he made
me into asmoke addict, to ensure my compliance.”

Zanjafdt Karis sweight shift, and she turned to find her peering into her face. “What would it take to
shock you?’

Zanjasaid seadily enough, “Y ou found me paralyzed and mutilated and lying in my own shit, yet you
never shamed mefor it. Surely | owe you the same courtesy.”

Karislooked away, and for along time neither of them said anything. In her full strength and clarity of
mind, Zanjamight have been able to interpret this silence, turning its raw materid into athread of her own
spinning. But now she could only wait, until Karistook a breath and continued, “That | have a purposeful
life now, in spite of smoke, islargely thanksto Norina s overbearing, cold-hearted, unscrupulous
meddling.”

Zanjasad, “Y ou owe me no explanations, Karis.”

“No, | am trying to explain to mysdlf why | would follow her advice in opposition to my own—wisdom.”
She paused again, as though astonished to hear hersalf use such aword. When she continued, it seemed
shewas arguing with hersdlf. “1 know it was wisdom, to save your life. And | would have done it much
sooner, if not for Norina sinterference.”

Zanjasaid bleakly, “But now you will accept her interference once again. And what am | to do with this
life, now that you have given it to me? If | am not to serve you, then what am | to do?’

Karissad, “ Serve Sheftd, if you must serve.”
“l amjust onewarior. . . .”
“Isitan Ashawda i habit, to display afdse humility? It makes me wonder if you take mefor afool.”

Zanjasat slent, and then, as Karis began to gpologize, interrupted her to say, “I am not often
admonished for having too little self-importance. But | might admonish you for the samething.”



“Oh, | know that | am important,” said Karis bitterly. “Not aday passesthat | am alowed to forget it.”

When Norinacameinto sight, skiing behind the raven that flapped ahead of her like ablack rag blowing
over the snow, Kariswalked part of the way to greet her, and they stood for along time, leaning in each
other’ sarms, as though, without the other, neither could stand.

Almost as soon asthey ended their embrace, they began to shout at each other. Zanja, ableto hear the
tone of their voices but not the words, turned again to look at them only when they both fell sllent. The
sun shonefull on Karis stark face. Norina, in shadow, seemed grimly resolute. She had taken off the
skis, and carried them on her shoulder. Karis bent down and took the satchel Norina had dropped upon
the ground. It seemed a gesture of capitulation.

They turned, and started down the snowy hillside. Norina s head came to Karis' shoulder, and she took
two stepsto Karis sone. Shewore aleather doublet over her sweat-stained wool longshirt; from a
distance, it looked like armor. Karis plodded beside her, head down.

“I’'m taking Karis away tomorrow.” Norina svoice wastight with controlled rage. “You'll stay herefor
the winter, with meand J han.”

“That’ svery kind of you.” Zanjamade no attempt to conced her irony. She had haf-expected the
command, for, much as Norinamight hate it, she had no choice except to shelter Zanja. But there wasno
point in pretending to be happy about such an uninviting prospect as awinter spent in Norina s company.
Little wonder Norinawas so ill-tempered, Zanjaredized. Even politeness, which was sometimesthe only
thing that made human company tolerable, was completely trangparent to her.

“ She has asked me to help you find aplace,” Norinasaid.

Zanjaglanced curioudy, not a Norina, but at Karis, who had pressed her lips together as though she
didn’t trust what might come out of her mouth. “ A placein what?’

“One of the Paladin companies, perhaps.”

“South Hill Company,” Karissaid.

Norinatook in her breath and released it. “Karis—’

“The commander has agood reputation.”

“Have you put this matter into my hands or haven't you?’

Karisreplied just as sharply. “Areyou going to do as| ask, or aren’'t you?’

There was no capitulation here, and Zanjawas hard put to sort out which of them was giving ordersto
whom. She did not know enough about the old Lilterwess rankings, but a Truthken, asfar as she could
understand, outranked everyone, for in contested matters the law must take precedence. But there was
no placein that old system for earth or water eementass; their very rarity precluded the creation of an
Order to restrain them. No rule or way existed for Karisto follow, no law that gave Norinadominance.
Karis could do as she liked.

“Y ou should think,” Norinasaid, “of what you' re doing.”



“I have. It makes no sense.”

There was no possible reasonabl e response to sensel essness. Karis could not be physically restrained,
either. Norina seemed nonplused.

Reluctant to put hersdlf in the middle of adangerous disagreement that she did not even understand,
Zanjaspoke cautioudy. “ Serrainim, | beg you not to sacrifice your friendship over so unworthy a

They both looked at her as though they had forgotten her. Then Norina seemed to cometo her senses
and said quite prettily, “1 beg your pardon. Of course you may not wish to join the Paladins or to concern
yoursdf in any way with Shaftai troubles. What isit you want to do?’

“The Sainnites themsdl ves have made this my war. But my first concernisthat Karis endanger hersdlf no
further on my behalf. Last night, | placed mysalf under your command, and so | must agree to whatever
you say, regardless of what Karis demands. So the two of you have nothing left to argue over.”

Norinasaid, with scarcely ahesitation. “ Perhgps | might reward your acquiescence.”

At thispoint in anegotiation, Ashawala i protocol required endless protests of one' s unworthiness. But
such ingncerity in the presence of a Truthken would have been absurd.

“Karis?’ Norina prompted, with somewhat |ess exasperation.

“I'll behave mysdlf so long asyou take care of her,” Karis said.
“For what your promises are worth—"

“It' syou who have sworn to make my life possble—"

“And how was | to know—"

“You'rethe Truthken!”

Norinathrew up her hands. “But you are beyond comprehension!”

It was, Zanjaredized, atruly astonishing statement for a Truthken to make. Not until Karis collapsed
onto the bench beside her and roared with laughter did Zanjaredlize it had been ajoke.

“It wasn't that funny,” Norinasaid after awhile. She had leaned againgt the barn wall, and seemed amost
despondent. “It was the truth.”

“And whosefault isthat?’

Karistook Zanja s hand again, not to hold it, but to measure it against her own. “Y ou're being very
patient with us,” Karissaid to her, “Whilewefight like—"

“—A couple of sgters,” Norinasaid dryly.
Karis glanced over her shoulder. “Loan me your dagger, Nori.”

Zanja had noticed the night before that Norina s knife could serve as asubstantial dowry. Now she saw
that her fighting blade would have become an heirloom among Zanja s people, ablade with agenedogy,
passed among the generations of the katrim aslovingly and devotedly as any story of heroism and
sef-sacrifice. Norina gave the dagger to Karis, and Zanjawould not even touch it until Norinaimpatiently



nodded her permission. It was a subtle wegpon of austere beauty, with a blade deceptively dender and
of gartling substance. The meta had been folded upon itsdlf, over and over, leaving awavering,
overlgpping pattern inlaid in its shining sted, like ripples on sand. An extraordinarily skilled and patient
metal smith had sweeted over, meditated upon, and lived with that blade, day in and day out, until it
welded into the smith’ svery dreams and becameitsdf avision.

“You're cutting yoursdlf,” Karissaid.

Zanjahad involuntarily closed her hand around the blade, and it had casually parted the fabric of her
pam. It could have diced dl the way to bone by weight aone, and she might never have evenfdtiit. It
seemed amazing, impossible even, that the blade had no Mearish mastermark. Surely only in Mear did
the smithery exist to produce such ablade. But even a Mearish mastersmith might well have been
awestruck by such workmanship, unable to reproduceit or even to say exactly how it had been done.

Zanjasaid shakily, “It is—an artwork. I’ ve never seenitslike.” She returned the magnificent blade to
Norina, who shegthed it absently, seeming preoccupied with a Truthken's arcane caculation.

Karissaid, “ Perhaps you' |l accept ablade likeit, as a poor substitute for the friendship we'll never have.”

Only then did Zanjarealize whose vison the beautiful blade embodied, and whose hand had held the
hammer that folded that bright molten bladeinto itsfind form. “I’ll send it to you by midwinter,” Karis
sad. “Have you had enough sunshine?| think | might be feding cold.”

Norina s bundle contained bread and ham and apair of new boots that fit Zanja as though they were
madefor her, though in fact they had been made for Norina. Norinasent J han away to attend adifficult
birth she had heard about while in Leston, and the three of them had a surprisingly peacesble day. Zanja
dept and ate for most of it, and once when she awvakened upon the kitchen hearth she found herself
covered by the sheepskin jerkin, which smelled, she realized now, of coa smoke and theforge. Karis
and Norinawere chopping vegetables for aham stew and discussing abook of political philosophy.
Norina said something that Zanja could not understand, and Karis burst out laughing and put her arm
around her. They stood so for awhile, leaning against each other, silent, mysterioudy united by idess,
knowledge, and experiencesthat Zanjadid not, and could not share.

The na Tarweinswereinfamous for their jealousies, but Zanja had so far managed to avoid that
well-worn path. It seemed intolerable that Kariswould leave, that Zanjawould spend the winter here
with this admirable but unlikeable woman, that these few hours she’ d spent with Kariswere dl she would
ever have. Norinawas the barrier that stood between them. Unfortunately, thanksto the oath that Zanja
had sworn to Karis, that barrier was permanent.

Zanjawould have to make alife for herself aone, on the other side of this barren winter. But now she
might steal afew more moments with Karis before sunset and smoke took her away, and so she sat up
and asked Karisto explain what philosophy was, and what it was good for. That question took the rest
of the day for Karisto answer. The sun set too soon.

Thus ended their brief and strange two-day friendship, for the next morning' s brief and inarticulate
good-byes hardly counted as anything more than empty ritua.



Part 2
Fire Night

Without courage, there would be no will to know.
Without the will to know, there would be no knowledge.
Without knowl edge, there would be no language.
Without language, there would be no community.

—MACKAPEE' SPrinciples for Community

Who is seen to speak to the enemy must be silenced. Who
sympathizes with the enemy must lose their heart. Who dreams of
peace must dream no more. Those who ravaged the land will be
eliminated: without compromise, without mercy.

—MABIN’'S Warfare

When | first met my enemy, she was a glyph, and it was | who
chose to read her as my friend. When my enemy first met me, | was
a glyph, and it was she who chose to read me as her friend. So all
people are glyphs, and every under standing comes from choice.

— MEDRIC' S History of My Fathers People

Chapter Seven

Emil habitually wintered in a shepherd’ s cottage in the highlands, a place so solitary and forbidding that he
rarely saw another living being, anima or human, between first snow and spring thaw. The cold became
tiring, but he never grew weary of the solitude or the silence. When westher permitted, he would walk on
snowshoes from one end of the highland to the other, and the austere and terrible beauty of that wild land
would take root, and cregte in him a serenity al the more precious because he knew from experience
how ephemera and fleeting it would prove, come spring. When the wind howled and the faling snow
made of the vast expanses asmall and restless blank, he stayed indoors and read yet again by candldight
the words of the great Shaftali philosophers until whole passages became as papableto him asasingle
word, asingle thought. Every moment, every breeth of frigid air, every flicker of candle and crackle of ice
became precious. For most of the year hislife belonged to the law, but in winter, hislifewashis.

Inevitable spring alowed him one last walk across the frozen water of the Finger Lakes, where he
cleared the snow to watch the fish through ice as clear as glass. But as he stood on arise of land about to
turn toward home, he heard the sharp report of cracking ice. So the muddy thaw began.

Some twenty days later, during abreak in the rain, he was planting flowering peas dong the fence when



something, afaint sound or atingling of the skin, made him turn sharply, to seeapair of riders coming
down the narrow from the direction of Gariston. In nearly thirty years as a Paladin he had cometo trust
hissmal talent for prescience, which never told him very much, but told it dependably. Knowing he had
no reason for concern, he turned back to his pea planting until the travelers had ridden close enough to
talk to. The horses were tired and muddy to the belly, for the roads surely had scarcely been passable.
Onerider looked cross; the other’ s face was a closed door.

“Emil Pdadin?’ said the crossone. “I am Norina Truthken.”

He bowed to her in the old fashion, though he was not happy that the solitude of hislast precious days
had been disturbed.

Theriders dismounted, and it was the Slent one that Emil watched. Plain farmer’ s clothing could not
obscure her exotic appearance: the dark coloring and the sharp angles of her face. She moved with the
fluidity and precision of ablade fighter, who had learned her skillsin aplace where pistols and
gunpowder had not yet diminated al the beauty and skill from combat. She looked up to meet his gaze
with her own: eyes black asnight, with aflamein their centers.

“By Shafta!” Emil reached to clasp hand. “1 think | remember your name. Zanja, am | right? When |
heard about the Ashawald i, | wondered what had become of you.”

“I guessthey did make you acommander,” shesaid.

“I'm afraid they did. And al these years | have been making the best of it.” He gazed at her, feding the
distance from which she observed him, remembering the reserved but talented young woman she had
been. She would be over thirty now, and for fifteen years her intelligence had been sharpened by bitter
experience. He said, “I hope you have cometo join my company.”

“Yes, dr,” shesaid impassively. Her face held back everything. Emil invited them to settle their horses
and comein for tea

Oncethey were dl seated in the kitchen, with the Truthken choosing achair and the tribal woman sitting
on her hedls, he poured teafrom hissmall porcelain tegpot and diced bread fresh from the oven, on
which they melted dices of midlands cheese produced from Norina s saddlebag. Though the two women
had certainly been traveling together for days, they exchanged not aword with each other. A silent
journey it must have been.

Norinasad, “Wel, Commander, | see | need not explain who Zanjais. | have been charged with finding
aplacefor her among the Paladins, and your company was suggested.”

“They say that afew survivors of theinitial attack al but wiped out abattalion,” Emil said to Zanja
“No, but seventeen of usdid kill some sixty Sainnites”

“Itismore than my company haskilled in Six years.”

Her somber expression cracked away abit. “Paadin techniques work well in the mountains.”

Emil sat back to think and sip histea, and finaly brought himself to say, reluctantly, “Y ou will not have an
easy time of it in South Hill, and perhaps you would be better off in one of the northern units, where they
are more accustomed to the sight of northern tribesmen.”

“| am accustomed to being a stranger.”



Norinaadded, “ Sheistoo wdl known in the north.”
“Wdl, then.”

Norinatook amoney pouch from inside her doublet. “ She has no family to support her.” She handed the
pouch to Emil, who had not felt such aweight of fundsin many ayear. “ A sponsor,” she explained,
though it explained little. Where would a solitary tribal woman find herself asponsor in such uncertain
times?

“This has been aday of many surprises,” he said. The cups of the traveling porcelain tea set were very
amall, so herefilled them with the rare and expensive green tea. Though no one conducted hospitdity
rituas anymore, Zanja courteoudy complimented the teal sfragrance and flavor, leaving him with the
impression that she could have fulfilled her role in the entire ceremony, uncoached, without missing astep.
She was not awarm woman, he thought, at least not on the surface. But oh, she was careful, and, like
him, she belonged in another world. He fingered hisright earlobe, where once had dangled two gold
earringsthat he had dropped into awell many years ago. The holes had since closed, but the scar tissue
remained.

Zanjasat on the floor of the cramped attic, beside asmall window that let in agray, rain-smeared light
onto the page of her book. What with the rain and the thaw, sometimesit seemed as though the whole
world was melting. The letters on the page pushed and shoved againgt each other like people on market
day. They gave up their secrets only with much coaxing and study. Then, they offended her first by
ranting at her and then by cozening her.

She leafed through the pages of Warfare. In the kitchen directly beneath her, where Emil aso read while
waiting for therain to end, she heard him add alog to thefire. On aday likethis, the Ashawaai would
st around the clanhouses, mending their clothes, sharpening their tools, and telling stories. Shewished
Emil had told her stones, rather than handing her this battered book, with its disembodied demands and
disguised angers. Mabin's Warfare, Emil had said, was the one thing held in common by &l the members
of South Hill Company. It was alanguage, philosophy, and history al in one. She needed to know it.

Nevertheless, arainy day caled for astory. Zanjaturned the pages until a particularly worn page of the
book caught her eye. “The Fall of the House of Lilterwess,” she read, sounding the | etters out loud.
Though she had learned her |etters as a child, during the year shelived with a Shaftali farm family, she had
not needed to read very much since then. The book aso made occasiona use of glyphs, which she could
not interpret at all.

She moved the book closer to the cracked windowpane and read out loud:

“When Harald G’ deon died, | had been sitting at the head of the Lilterwess Council for three years. It
had been considered strange, and even unheard of for aPaladin to head the council, but the mgjority of
the council members had decided awarrior should lead in times of war.

“Unfortunately, Harad G’ deon disagreed with the mgority. It is commonly known that the G’ deon and |,
though we accorded each other agreat respect, never were at peace with each other. It is till true that
when my thoughts are in argument with themsalvesit is hisimplacable voice | hear. He wastoo
great-hearted aman, for he could not believe that the Sainnites meant to harm us. While | argued and he
remained unconvinced, the council sat paralyzed and the Sainnites continued to invade our shores. While
the G’ deon lay dying over aperiod of many months, he refused to the last to name a successor. So the
great succession of G’ deons, who for ten generations have protected and made fertile the land of Shaftd,



arbitrarily and inexplicably ended, and no one will ever understand why—|east of dl mysdlf. Harald
G’ deon a the very least, committed adreadful error. Some even call it abetrayal.”

AsZanjaread, sheredized that she wasimagining Mabin, who she had only met the onetime, speaking
these words. On the page, they seemed neutral and harmless, but speaking them aloud revedled the
concealed anger and sarcasm. Harald had betrayed Shaftal with his naive obstinacy, according to Mabin.
Zanja, disnclined to be generous to awoman she had didiked on sight, suspected that Mabin might bein
the habit of consdering stupid the things that she merely did not understand.

She continued to read, listening closdly to hersaf now, and hearing how skeptically and ungeneroudy she
interpreted Mabin’ srevered text. “The very night of Harald G’ deon’ s degth, the Sainnites attacked the
House of Lilterwess. Harald G’ deon must have known of the Samnites secret encirclement of our
sacred home, but he died without the least word of warning that might have spared us dl the years of
sorrow which have followed. That night, many of uslay wakeful, fearful for the future. The Lilterwess
Council never did deep at all, but sat with our advisors and scribes, free at last to chart anew future for
Shaftd. At dawn we planned to gather the Paladins and ride forth againgt the invaders.

“But the night was not even haf over when an darm bdl| began to ring. Some wakeful soul—commonly
believed to have been Hardd G’ deon’ s companion, Dina Paladin—must have discovered the breached
gateor the nated guards. She was certainly thefirst to die that night, but not before her courage
madeit possible for some of us, at least, to escape by asecret way. As| stood on afar hilltop that
terrible dawn and watched the smoke of destruction blur the sun, | and my companions had much cause
to wonder for what purpose we had been spared, while our friends, lovers, children, and whole history
were destroyed before our eyes.

“Now our hearts, first stunned by the magnitude of our defegt, then ripped apart with grief and rage, have
become cold and hard as stone. The law failed us, we realize now, because it made us gentle. It relied
upon adecency at the heart of every community, the willingness of each person in Shaftd to treat the next
with generosity and understanding. When strangers came who were estranged from that decency, our
kindness became our weakness.

“Therefore thereisno longer aplacein thiswar for acts of mercy. Lest we bak at thisgrim truth, let us
aways remember that thisisanew Shafta, a Shaftal created by the Samnites. Thisisthe land they
wanted. Why should we suffer our pains while they becomerich and fat from our labors? It isthey who
have created this new Shafta. Let them pay the price.”

Zanjalay down the book, and noted distantly that it had stopped raining. Oddly, Mabin’slast bitter
statements had caused her to think not of the Sainnites who had killed her people and who she had and
would continue to kill in return, but of Karis. Nowhere did Karis appear in Mabin's account, except,
perhaps, in the reference to unnamed companions. Y et she had been there, she and Norina, two precious
talents saved from the destruction.

Zanjalooked out the smdl window at the darkening sky, but what she saw was Karis, apparently a
prisoner, possibly out of her mind with smoke, being walked by Norinato the wagon. She thought of the
old suicide scars on Karis swrists. Was it smple didike that made Zanjawant to make Mabin the
source of Karis smisery, or wasit firelogic?

Throughout the cold winter and into the harsh early spring, Zanjahad scarcely thought of Karis. Karis
had sent the artful blades she had promised as a poor substitute for friendship, and Zanja had accepted
them. Now, she was a Pdladin, and soon would wage war againgt the destroyers of her people. Still,
thinking of Karis now, Zanjafet arestlessness, and a haunting loss. Why? she asked hersdlf, and could
not think of an answer.



She stood up, remembering almost too late to duck the low celling, and climbed down the ladder. In the
kitchen, apot of sat-meat stew bubbled on the hearth, and Emil darned asock by the dim light of the
fire. Hissupply of lamp oil was exhausted, he had told her, and thelast of his candles had been eaten by
mice. It waswhen he sat working in the dark like this, refurbishing his gear for the hard season ahead,
that he seemed mogt willing to talk.

He said to her now as she knelt upon the hearth, “What do you think of Mabin's Warfare!”
“I notice she does not dwell much on heroism.”

“She dways argued that we would win through intelligence rather than bravery.”

“And arewewinning?’

“We merely resst. We keep the Sainnites from becoming comfortable, and we keep the people of
Shafta from forgetting that they used to be free. We outnumber the Sainnites, of course, but their
advantage over usistoo grest.”

“I have studied the Sainnites,” Zanjasaid, “And | cannot see their advantages.”

“They can maketheir living by steding food from farmers— taxing them, they cal it—while the people of
Shaftd must either work or starve. To fight, asyou and | will fight, isa costly luxury to people who live
on the edge of hunger. South Hill Company survives on charity: the leavings of the already depleted
harvest. So we often go hungry, while the Sainnites eat the fat of theland. That istheir advantage.”

Emil stitched away at the hed of his sock for sometime. “1 have not discouraged you?’

“No,” Zanjasad, thinking rather distantly about how her loss had Ieft her with nothing to be discouraged
over.

Emil cut himsdlf another length of yarn. The yarn was a sorry sight, gray and lumpy with weed seeds, and
the famous weavers of Zanja s extinct people would have sneered at it. Emil had spun it himself,
probably, out of wool gleaned from athorn bush, with aspindle cobbled together from arock and a
stick. He was not, she had noticed, ashamed to do things badly, so long asthey got done. He glanced
down at her, where she sat upon the stone hearth. “Y ou don't like furniture.”

“It just seems unnecessary.”

Emil looked amused. “I think therain is done for now. What do you say, shall we spend one more day
here, or shall we leave tomorrow and dog our way through the mud?’

“Truthfully, my aimlessness wearies me more than any wak inthe mud will.”

“And the mud can’t be avoided anyway, thistime of year. Well then. Let’ s grease our boots and pack
our bags”

Outside of Meartown, no one knew whose invention had made the Meartown pistols more accurate and
reliable than those of the Sainnites. Y ears ago, Karis had determined that the pistol ball rattled about in
the barrel when the gunpowder exploded, making its trgjectory unpredictable. It was she who told the
meta smiths how they could make the pistol bal spiningtead, by cutting spird grooves on theinsde of the
barrd. Y et Karis had refused to make agun or any part of agun. Sherefused to even make afighting



blade, though the single dagger she forged long ago for Norina had become famous over theyears, and
connoisseurs of weagponry frequently appeared at fairs or evenin Meartown itself, ingsting that someone
there could make a blade of rustless, folded metd that never lost its edge. It was not only thisrefusal to
profit from her own geniusthat baffled Karis sfellow metalsmiths. Though her apprenticeship waslong
ended, she had never been able to choose a glyph to be her mastermark. Even though she had been
relentlesdy educated, the glyphic syntax of metaphor and implication had ressted her every attempt to
comprehend it. She was dways too honest to engage in apurely mechanical exercise, and so when faced
with the mechanical exercise of choosing aglyph to act as her mark of certification, she could not do it.

Without amastermark she could not be a mastersmith. So Karis never opened asmithy of her own, and
never took apprentices, and never went to stand behind her work at mgjor fairs, and never dressed in
silk or snaked her hands to leach out the soot ground into her skin. She kept working where she was,
and her old master paid her five times an gpprentice’ swage to keep her from going somewhere else.

When the word got out in early winter that she was making a blade, the work of Meartown practically
cameto astanddtill, as the mastersmiths of Meartown sent al their best gpprenticesto learn Karis's
Secret.

Metal smithing, adrameatic and dangerous profession, was never practiced in solitude, especially not in
Meartown. But Kariswould rather have made Zanja s bladesin private, for she engaged in aprivate
conversation as she shaped them. She could have made amodd of Zanja sright hand, including the
blood vessals and the nerve endings, but to fit the blade to the hand was the easy part; it wastheless
tangible matters that preoccupied Karisto the point that she forgot her rapt audience and lost al track of
time. She had never seen Zanjain her strength. Forging a blade to match Zanja sfighting style when
Karis sonly information came from an intimate knowledge of Zanja s wasted muscles and compact
skeletd structure was amatter of the purest kind of speculation.

Peopl e fight the way they talk, Norinahad said once, and so Karis made a blade for agracious and
graceful fighter whose manners were the velvet that covered the stedl. Zanjawould win by taent and
persistence, not by power, so Karis gave the blade an edge that would dip m and out on the moment of
ingpiration and be gone before the recipient of that moment could know that he was dead. It was indeed
an artist’ sblade, and that worried Karis. Sheredlized as sheforged it that if Zanjafought the way she
talked shedidn’'t belonginawar at dl.

Karisloved thework of making the dagger and its companion knife, but hated the aftermath. A half
dozen people were injured trying to imitate her methods, and many others demanded that she show them
again how to do one thing or another, and explain it thistime. She couldn’t have explained what she was
doing even if she had been willing to do the demonstration. For awhile her relationships with nearly half
the townsfolk were in disarray, and various people had to go around reminding other people that she
was't liketherest of them.

Later, when the blades had been ddivered, Norinaadmitted that when Zanja unwrapped them she had
nearly been in tears. She admitted that Zanjafought asif she were dancing, and that it was a beautiful but
not completely impractica performance.

Now, with the spring mud season not even half over, Norinahad cometo vist. Her face wasfamiliar in
Meartown, and the people there at least vaguely understood her role as Karis' s protector. Therain
prevented them from walking the barren heath asthey usudly did, so Karisleft the forge to spend the day
in atavern ingtead, and the metalsmiths who constantly sought her advice soon began to find her there.
After one of these interruptions during which Karis solved a problem with anew kind of door latch that
the smith was inventing, Norinacommented, “ Meartown’ s reputation has become practicaly legendary in
thelast ten years. While the people of thistown congpire to maintain you in obscurity, the entire town has



become notoriousinstead.”

Karis pushed away the remains of amest pie Norinahad made her eat. “ For years you have been
congratulating yoursdf for your cleverness a hiding me here, * one talented artisan among many.’ ”

Norinamade aface at hearing her own words quoted back at her. “Well, thisyear | am less pleased with
myself. Perhaps the Sainnites will never come herelooking for an earth witch to daughter, but surdly they
must be desperate to diminate the meta smiths that supply the Paadins with their fine weaponry. With
Meartown so famous, how could the Sainnites not know where those wegpons are coming from? They
will come, Karis, and when they do, | fear you will not flee.”

“ And leave Meartown to face its attackers without me? Of course | will not flee”
Norinasighed. “So | was not so clever as | thought. Now, Karis—"

“Don’'t waste your breath. | can dready recite your argumentsin my deep. These people have been loyd
tome”

“They admire and rely upon your skill, but would they die for you?’
“Why should they?” Karis asked.
“Exactly!”

Karisglared at Norina, exasperated. “Well then, Meartown will have to rely on the Paladins, aswe
aways have, to keep the Sainnites away.”

“Do you know whét lies between Meartown and the Sainnites?’
Karissad, “A coupleof rivers, asmal mountainrange. ..
“And fifty farmerswho think they can fight.”

“And two firebloods,” Karis said, for Norinahad told her earlier that Zanja s new commander was also
afireblood.

“And what’ sthat worth? Zanjamay be afire blood, but she never won a single blade match against me.”
She added, grudgingly, “1 suppose that Paladin commander might prove more difficult to defeet, despite

hisgameleg.”

“You reawfully surly,” Karissaid.

“I'm pregnant.”

“I noticed.”

“It'syour fault! J han and | have been loversfor years, but the one night you deep under my roof. . .”

Karis began to laugh. She couldn’'t help hersdlf. Norinaglared at her. “1 want neither achild nor a
husband, and | intended to get an abortion.”

“Y et here you st with your belly swelling. It' stoo late for an abortion now.”
“J han wantsthe child.”

Norina s blunt, strong fingers tapped the tabletop. It was rare for her to betray any sign of upset, and



Karislooked into her face more closdly than usud. Thiswas her friend, reiable as stedl but much less
pligble. It must have been a stunning moment when Norina decided to bear the child for her lover’ s sake;
Karisregretted that she had missed it.

“How can | make amends? Shall | give you apainlessbirth?”

“I don't know a better midwife than you. But J han wantsto be with me. I’'ll go to my sster’ shouse
when the time comes, so she can foster the child. Her youngest will be just about due for weaning, and |
have aready written asking her to raise my child as her own.”

Norinawould not ask for money—she never did. But surely she would need some, for her family were
plain fishing folk whaose ability to live comfortably was unrdiable at best.

“Mored€e?’ asked the tavernkeeper. Norina grumpily waved her away.

“Did helike her?’ Karis asked.

“Did who likewho?’

“Did Emil like Zanja?’

“Zanjahas mygery, integrity, and wasted talent. Any fire blood would like her.”

Kariswondered, not for the first time, if it would be possible to know what Truthkens know and not be
cynicdl.

“Now stop worrying about her,” Norinasaid. “ She' s her commander’ s concern, now.”
“I don’'t know why,” Karissaid, “but | can’'t stop worrying about her. | have no control over it.”

Norinastudied Karis sface for along time, in that way that Truthkens have, that leaves one feding like
skin and flesh have been dispassionately pedled back from the bone. “ Sometimes| get ahint,” Norina
sad findly, “of why Hardd G’ deon dl but drove Mabin insane.”

Chapter Eight

For two days, Zanjaand Emil waked through unnamed lands, following ariver of mud that Emil claimed
was awagontrack. Then, they turned east and traversed an uneven, rocky land until they started to pass
afew desperately poor farmholds, and finally reached something resembling a cobbled road, though it
wasin poor repair. The road improved asthey traveled, until they reached aflooded, fagt-flowing river
and asturdy bridge with a bridgekeeper’ s cottage on the far sde. Zanja paused to get her bearings. To
her north lay rising land, possibly even mountains, obscured by the lowering sky. “That' s Darton,” Emil
confirmed. So Zanja placed herself on the sprawling landscape of western Sheftd, with Darton to the
north, and the region of Mear to the north of that. South Hill lay on the other side of the bridge they were
about to cross. To its north lay Rees, which the Sainnites had devastated last summer. North of Reeslay
Damar, where amost ayear ago Zanja s horses and gear had been stolen by rogue Paadins. It seemed
likealong time ago.

This southward-flowing river marked the limit of Sainnite control. Zanjasaid, “ So the duty of South Hill
Company isto prevent the Sainnites from crossing the bridge?’

“Essentidly,” Emil said. Asthey started across the bridge, cold rain again began tofall.



* * %

They sheltered that night in afarmstead where Emil was welcomed like a bel oved uncle, and was handed
abundle of |etters and documents that had been accumulating for him al winter. The next day, hisface
was creased along its squint lineslike pleated cloth, but he did not revea to Zanjathe bad news that
surdly had awaited him in that bundle of letters. The rain that had become deet during the night became a
downpour again by dawn, and they dogged on through mud the consistency of undercooked porridge.

They walked past many tightly shuttered farmholds, and it was afternoon before they turned up anarrow,
flooded wagontrack, passing the leafless orchards and sodden fields of alarge and well kept farm. Five
houses and two barns clustered in the center of apin-whed of walled fields: a prosperous and ancient
farmhold, with its doors and windows latched shut against the miserable weether. But suddenly a door
dammed open and the dogs stood up in their sheltersto bark, though even they were wise enough to stay
out of the ram. A young woman came running barefoot through the muck and the downpour, only to
restrain hersdf at the last moment as though she remembered how austere and learned wasthis
gray-haired commander she seemed on the verge of embracing. Ankle-deep in the mud, she took his wet
hand in hers. “1’'m happy to seeyou, Emil.”

“| gather it hasbeen adull winter.”

“Thewintersare dways dull!” she cried. Then, her gaze turned to Zanja s face, and there was a moment
that seemed to last much too long before she turned back to Emil, hogtile and questioning. Astherain
poured down and the dogs fell silent, Emil made introductions, describing Zanja as anewcomer to South
Hill Company, and Annis as ageniuswith explosves. Annis gave Zanjanot even anod of greeting.
“Comeout of therain,” she said to Emil, and Zanjafollowed.

Inside the commonhouse, aroar of greeting lapsed quickly into silence, as though the people thought their
old friend Emil had acquired a demonic shadow. The children rushed forward to help him with his boots
and cape, but Zanja unstrapped her own boots and hung her own cape on the hook. Emil aready had
been drawn into the room by eager elders who wanted to hear the news. Zanjamade her own way to the
hearth, uninvited, where a dotty old man ensconced in arocking chair smiled at her seraphicaly. Three
hanging cradles, two of them occupied, swung from the rafters, and anursng mother with an infant a her
breast watched Zanja with surreptitious anxiety. Zanja squatted on the hearthstones, though someone
nearby offered her achair, and after awhile her wet shirt started to steam.

The room was as crowded as any Ashawaa i clan house. A family so big suggested prosperity in spite of
hard times: alarge and fertile farm, carefully managed and not destroyed yet by taxes. The room was
filled with industry. On the big work table many projects progressed: socks being knitted, tools being
repaired, writing and other necessary skills being taught, bread being kneaded and shirts being seamed.
Only the youngest and ol dest were not working, and they were being watched and cared for instead.

At last, Emil, having done his guest’ s duty of exchanging news, said to Zanja acrossthe room, “ Areyou
getting warm? Perhaps sometea. . . 7' At least the elders were gracious enough to exclaim at their own
rudeness once it was pointed out to them, and Emil escorted Zanja around the room, introducing her not
asZanjana Tarwein but as Zanja Paadin. He knew everyone' s name. Zanja constructed frall
conversations out of the flimsy materids at hand: she admired babies and handiwork and what she had
been able to see of thefarm itself, and assured one stranger after another that she was ddlighted and
honored to have wound up in South Hill. Emil said to her afterwards, “ That was an impressive exhibition
of good manners. Y ou must be exhausted now.”

“How many of these households do you haveto vist?’



“Only ten or so right now. By autumn’send, though, I’ll have visited them dl. It'safoolish man who
forgetsthat every loydty ispersona.”

Zanjavaguely remembered having read something like that in Warfare. Though Emil frequently quoted
the guidebook, and aways with apparent seriousness, she dready knew that while he did what he had to,
it was not dways without cynicism. Now, his performance was not for her, but for Annis, who had just
comeinto thesmall dtting room with ateatray.

“My parentswant to know if you'll bide the night,” she said.

Emil shook hishead. “1 want to be a Willis shouse tonight, but I'm thinking | might leave Zanjahere
with you. If you would fetch Daye and Linde and akeg of gunpowder, we'll meet at Midway Barnin
three day’ stime.”

“Shecanlieinmy bed,” Annissaid sullenly, and poured thetea. “ Unlessthere’ s someoneeseyou'd
rather bed with,” she added to Zanja.

“I beg your pardon, but I'm astranger in this land and there’'smuch | don’t understand.” Zanja expected
she' d be saying these words, or words like them, rather frequently this season.

Emil seemed amused, and said to Annis, “The members of your family are afraid to talk to Zanja, but
they’ d deep with her?’

Annis shrugged. “That’ swhat | hear. Like you said, it' sbeen adull winter.”
Emil shook hishead. “It’snot just amatter of deegping,” he explained to Zanja.
Zanjasad, “My good manners have alimit.”

Annisbrokeinto alaugh and nearly spilled the tea. “ Sleep with me, then,” shesaid. “And | do mean
deep.”

Zanja sfirg saght of South Hill Company wasin agiant rebuilt barn on an abandoned farmstead with
buildingsfallen in on themsalves and the fields long since returned to forest. She and Annis had followed a
meandering course across the countryside, gathering companions and gear asthey went. Among those
who joined them was Linde, a middle-aged man who Annis said was heart-bonded to aman aso in the
company and Daye, agray-haired grandmother, one of Emil’ sthree lieutenants. Annis had been distant,
offering grudging information only when Zanjaasked for it, but Daye promptly set to teaching Zanjathe
lay of theland, the riverbanks and foot trails and hidey-holes where a hunted person could smply

disappear.

Midway Barn was brightly illuminated by lanterns hanging from the rafters. The fifty people gethered
there were uniformly pale-skinned, brown-haired, and stockily built. They seemed asfeaturelessto Zanja
as stonesthat lie stubbornly in afield. Her companions of the last two days having melted into the
undistinguished brown, the only dye color their clothing makers seemed to know, Zanjafelt hersaf
painfully exposed and solitary. She started across the barn towards the cauldron bubbling upon a
makeshift hearth, where Emil perched upon his camp stool with one leg stretched giffly out before him.
She cut aswath of silence with her passing, and had not taken ten steps before a stocky, muscular man
confronted her, demanding to know her name and business.

“Sr, | am Zanja, newly cometo this company.”



Helooked her up and down. “Y ou are no Pdadin.”
“Among my people | wasakatrim, whichislikeaPdadin.”
“What you are among your people matters not,” the man declared.

“That istrue,” Zanjasaid, “since my peoplearedl dead.” She waited, cautious, wondering if the entire
company would greet her with such hostility. But the others had fallen quiet, seeming content to listen
while this belligerent man conducted the chalenge and satisfied their curiosity.

The man turned and cried bitterly, “Emil, we aredl kin in this company!”

Zanjaheard Emil’ s quiet voice reply with supernatura mildness, “I am flattered to be counted among
your kin, Willis. No doubt Zanjalooks forward to the day that you accord her the same courtesy.”

Zanjabrought hersdlf to say with asincerity she hoped no one would redizewasfase, “ Yes, gr, very
much.” But the belligerent man turned his back on her, ignoring the hand she offered. He squatted down
among his cronies, who clustered around him like wolves greeting their leader. So Zanjalearned, dl in
one moment, who her enemieswereto be.

By the time the stew was ready, Daye had taken Zanja on acircuit of the barn, and told her the names
and families of everyone present. Sheleft her with Annis, while she and the other lieutenants, the
belligerent man among them, conferred in acluster around Emil, with their seaming porringersin their
hands. “Willisisone of Emil’ slieutenants?’ Zanja asked.

“Willis, Perry, and Daye. The three of them started the company in the year of thefall, and we didn’t get
Emil until ayear later. Until he showed up, Willis thought he would be the company commander forever.
He and Emil get dong now, but they didn’t dways.”

Zanjaglanced at Annis, astonished because up until now Annis had scarcely spoken acomplete sentence
to her.

Annissaid, “Willisdoexn't like outsders. But wearen't dl likehim.”

“Of courseyou'renot,” Zanjareplied, thinking that it was possible Willis s hogtility might do her more
good than harm, in the end.

Annistook her over to the stewpot to fill her porringer, and then they joined acircle that had formed to
share abread loaf and butter pot. Zanja exercised the good manners Emil had so ironically admired some
days ago, and the people she ate with gradually began to gain some definition. They noticed and
discussed her battle scars, and they told her how Paladins fought primarily by ambush, avoiding
confrontations that put the more numerous and heavily armed Sainnites at an advantage. She admitted
shewould have to learn to use the distance weapons, the pistol and the crossbow.

Theincreasing sobriety of the lieutenants' conference muted the surrounding conversations after awhile,
and when Emil finaly stood up from his camp stool, the company, dready watchful, immediately fdl slent
to hear hiswords.

“It' sgpring again,” Emil said. “And amazing though it seems even to me, thisis my fifteenth year
commanding South Hill Company. When | first arrived, | said to you that | was astounded and humbled
to find mysdf in command, and fifteen yearslater, that at least has not changed. We ve learned some



hard lessons together in the meantime, and thisyear, I'm afraid, we have some even harder lessonsto
learn.

“Last summer,” he continued, “While we succeeded in nating the commander of Wilton garrison,
our neighborsin Reeswere decimated by an assault the like of which no company in Shaftal has ever
seen. By summer’ send, forty Paladins had been killed, their families farmholdsrazed, and at least a
thousand people | eft with neither food nor shelter to see them through the winter. By summer’send, in
fact, Damar Company and South Hill Company were fighting the battlesin Rees, for no onein Rees
could continueto fight.

“Now, | have learned that the commander of Rees garrison has been reassigned to South Hill, and
moved to Wilton garrison at thefirst thaw, along with most of the soldiersfrom her command in Rees.
The number of Sainnitesin South Hill has nearly doubled to some two hundred soldiers. There seems
little doubt that South Hill isto betheir next target.”

He paused. Thejovid people crowded into the barn sat silent, stunned.

“I have had afew daysto think about this” Emil said, “but | am surethat al of you have been thinking, al
summer and winter, about what happened in Rees and about what you would do if it were your family
agangt whom the Sainnitestook retribution. It is our families that make us strong, by sheltering and
feeding us, but they aso make us vulnerable. My firg thought is that we must find waysto prevent the
Sainnites from knowing who we are, so that they cannot identify our families, either. My second isthat,
once the spring mud isover, you al must not visit your families again until autumn. Wewill find some
other way to get food to eat and we'll take shelter in the woods.”

He continued, “I have alittle more to say, and then I’ d like to hear what you are thinking. The mystery of
Reesisthis the Pdadins there followed the Strategies that have worked for all of usfor fifteen years, but
in Reesthey did not work. The company could not avoid the confrontations they knew they could not
win. The company could not take the Sainnites by surprise. The company could not successfully hide
from the enemy. So we need new strategies, and we need to use the old ones cautioudy, without
expecting that they will succeed. Above al, we need to be prepared, to expect that this year will not be
like every other year.”

Asquietly as he had begun, Emil ended his address, and sat down to hear the debate that followed. He
did not speak again, except when he was directly asked for more information, questions he often could
not answer.

The discussion lasted late, and then broke up into smaler de' bates, some of which continued even after
Zanjalay adeep with Annis curled companionably against her back. In dreams, she heard people argue
about the logigtics of food and shelter, about battle tactics, ambushes, and bolt-holes. In dreams she
returned to Rees, but thistime it was she who hid in the woods, demoralized and terrified. Towards
dawn, she began to dream about the massacre of her own people, and in her dreams she thought it was
possibleto prevent it thistime, if only she could find a spare moment to read the book someone had
handed her: not Mabin's Warfare, but adifferent book, with different rules.

She awoke thinking that there had been amistake, that thiswas not her life at dl. But, unfortunately, it
wes.



Chapter Nine

Annis began Zanjd s education in a covert lead mine, where Zanjalearned to recognize and extract lead
ore, and practiced smelting it, and eventualy poured her own pistol bals. The gunpowder lesson
proceeded in much the sameway. Not until Zanja had filled her cartridge pouch with rounds of
ammunition made by her own hands from ingredients she hersdlf had found did shefinaly learn to load
and shoot her pistols.

With the rains over, the company wasto gather in the woods, in a place they felt confident no one could
find for thefirgt time without aguide. Even Annis could scarcdly find it, for the place was undistinguished
and what landmarks existed were practically as hard to find asthe placeitsdf. At last, with the sun
Setting, they arrived a anaturd rocky clearing surrounded by thick foret, just intimeto fill their
porringers with pieces of roasted chicken and lumps of hard black bread. Living in the rough hills, Zanja
and Annis had eaten little more than ground corn, so thismeal looked like afeast.

She looked up from the feast to find Emil behind her, with abasket over hisarm. She had been reciting
people s namesto hersaf while pretending to be interested in their eager discussion of thelivesand loves
of people she had never met.

“Can| help you with that basket?’ she asked.

“It getslighter dl thetime.” He handed out pieces of apple cake to her companions, then sat beside her
on aconvenient sone. “I promised Daye I” d give you the bad news mysdlf. The company will divideinto
three units, to give the enemy smaller and faster moving targets, and you' re to be under Day€e's
command, at her request.”

“That is not bad news,” she said.

“Y ou will be responsible for collecting bread from the farmholds, and distributing it to the company.”
“I see. Well, gr, I'll do my best.”

“Thenext timeyou cal me‘sr,” I'll demoteyou.”

“But how would it be possible to demote me further?’

“Zanja, it wasajoke.”

After heleft, someone said kindly, “Bread isimportant.”

“Itisachild’sjob,” sheretorted. No one contradicted her.

“At least your face will become familiar across South Hill.”

Zanja suspected that the commanders had another advantage in mind: They wished to obscure the links
between the company and the farmholds, but without bread they could not survive long. So they gavethe
duty of collecting food from the farmholds to astranger, who had no relatives to be executed in
retdiation, and who could legitimately pretend to have never heard of South Hill Company. It wasa

sensble decision.

Stll, Zanjawent to bed angry, and woke up angry in the middle of the night, with adull headacheand a



full bladder, and avague sense of dread that seemed related to the dreams she could not remember. She
crept past her deeping companions and went alittle way into the woods. She had re-buttoned her
breeches and stood wondering why she wasn't going back to bed, when avoice spoke in the leafless
branches overhead. “Zanjana Tarwein.”

A dark shape flapped againgt the ars, leading her further away from the clearing. She followed, with her
heart in her throat. The night gave asigh, asabrief breeze lifted and then fell till. The raven dropped out
of the branches and stalked at her feet like arestlessrag of night sky.

Zanjasank into asquat. “What are you doing here?’

Theraven said, “Y ou were more courteous when you thought | was aghost.”

“But now | know you are just amessenger, and that your messages are not supposed to be for me.”
“Hal” the raven cawed. “Norinathinks| serve at Karis swill, but you should know better.”
“Should I? What do you serve, then, if not her will?’

“I serve her secret heart.”

Theraven god of the Ashawala i was an amoral trickster, so Zanjafound herself unableto believe
entirdy in thisraven’ s honesty. She said, “Well, perhaps you can ignore Karis s promises, but | haveto
honor promises of my own. | am certain Norinawould forbid meto talk with you.” She roseto her feet
to leave, though she was not certain she could walk away.

Theraven sad, “ Thisevening, asthe sun s, | saw athing that might surprise you.”

Zanja often had wished she could see from above, like abird. She said politely, “What did you see, good
raven?’

“I saw Samnite soldiers cregping through the woods.”
Zanja s vague dread sharpened. “ Are they creeping towards this encampment?’

“Oh, yes. They approach you from the west, spread out, to catch you in anet of soldiersasyou try to
flee”

“Then should weflee due east?’

“Northeast,” the raven said. “ The forest is not o thick there, and the land grows steep and rocky. It
seems agood place to defend yoursalves.”

“Do you know if they outnumber us?’ Zanjawondered, then, if the raven could even count. She could
scarcely believe she was discussing battle tactics with abird, and had to keep reminding hersdlf that the
raven shared Karis sintelligence.

“They are greater than your company, but not by much.” She heard the dry sound of the raven running a
wing feather through his beak. “Zanjana Tarwein,” he added, and she could have sworn it was the god
that spoke to her, “you can be drearily punctilious.”

He spread hiswings, and, only mildly offended, she said hadtily, “Well, tonight | appreciate your lack of
punctiliousness. I'll try to leave some food for you in the camp.”



Shefound Emil with no little difficulty, findly locating him by his gear: the box that contained histea s,
and the camp stool that was never out of reach. He awakened at her touch. “Zanja?’

“I think we arein danger.”

He sat up, and seemed to consider, or perhaps to consult his own talent for prescience. “Yes, we are
indeed in danger.” He reached for hisboots. “It isthe Sainnites, of course. | wonder how they found us.”

“That | don’t know. But | think they are to the west, spread out in the woods.”

“Yes,” he confirmed, in some surprise. “ There' s a place to the north and east where we might stage an
ambush. What do you think?’

“Why not?’

She gave him ahand up, and he grunted as he put hisweight on hisbad leg. He held her hand for a
moment longer than necessary. “Two fire bloods,” he said thoughtfully. “Thisis an advantage | had not
considered.”

“I'll pack your gear for you,” shesaid. “1 know how you likeit arranged.”

What followed was the most swift, silent, and orderly retreat Zanjahad ever seen. She had scarcely
managed to buckle her belt and ding her knapsack on her shoulders when the company began moving
into the woods. She delayed amoment to put a chicken carcass and ahandful of cracked corn atop aflat
rock for the raven. By then, Daye had sent someone back for her, alaconic veteran who moved through
the woods as a snake glides through grass. The abandoned clearing lay empty behind them, with only the
warm ashes of the campfiresto tell the story of how recently it had been occupied.

An occasiona mimicked bird call, far ahead, gave the scattered company members a direction to follow.
Zanjaand her companion sometimes encountered others, traveling through the dark woods, but they
separated again. The trees began to thin, and bouldersloomed. Zanjaredlized from the achein her calves
that the ground had begun to rise. The trees dropped away. The bird call sounded: closer, but above her.
Shelooked up and saw arocky hillside pressed against fading stars. A dozen dark shapes climbed the
rocks; soon she was one of them, hauling hersalf and her gear from stone to stone, sometimes being given
ahand from above, and sometimes offering one to the climber below. At the top, the entire company had
gathered, some gasping for breath, some loading their pistols and winding their crossbows. Daye had
used pebblesto lay out amap on the ground. She looked up as Zanja squatted nearby. “ Annis says

you' re not much of ashot yet.”

“Thisisan opportunity to practice.”

Daye grinned. “Well, first rule of ambush: Don't be the first oneto shoot, not even if you fed like the
Sainnites areright on top of you. And until you hear that first shot, don’t even look to see wherethe
Sainnites are. If you can see them, they can seeyou.”

A half dozen late-comers stood or squatted around the impromptu map as Daye reviewed the plans for
what must have been the third or fourth time. Others gathered around Willis and Perry, being instructed in
much the same way, while Emil climbed to a high point and took out his spyglass.

The dawning day reveadled alone black bird soaring overhead. Thelast of the company members
scattered to find positionsin the bulwark of stone, and Zanja settled behind aboulder to wait, with her
loaded pistols at hand. The dull brown clothing of her fellow Paladins melted into stone; their shapeless



hats disguised their heads and faces. She watched the raven, wondering if with the flgps of hiswings he
sent signalsthat she could not read.

Therising sun had begun to cast shadows when Zanja heard the distinct, harsh tones of atin sgnd
whistle, and sometime later faintly heard afew words spoken in Sainnese. No doubt the Sainniteswere
arguing whether to continue on, for to anyone with any sense the hillside was an intimidating prospect.
She heard afew more words, angry now: a hot-headed commander, frustrated at having nothing to show
for thelong night in the woods. They were going to give up the chase, she thought, with a deep sense of
relief.

A long slencefollowed, then she heard quite distinctly awoman just below her, saying in Sainnese,
“They camethisway, that’sfor certain. But | say they’re long gone—scattered through the forest,
impossible to find by now. They used the rough ground to obscure their traces.”

A man said angrily, “ That seguli swore we would have aproud victory thisnight.”
“Weéll, the night has ended,” the woman said.
“He has never been wrong before!”

The woman offered no argument, but it seemed it was her ill luck to be the target for her commander’s
wrath. “ Climb up and tell mewhat you see” he said.

It was Zanja sill luck that the woman began to climb where she stood, perhaps two body lengths below
Zanjd shiding place. She waited, hearing the casua conversations of the Sainnites below, the chirps of a
few early season hirds, the faint, hoarse cry of the raven. The woman climbed swiftly, impatiently, and yet
when she reached the other side of the boulder behind which Zanja sheltered, she paused, and Zanja
heard the hiss of ablade diding out of its scabbard. The Sainnite soldier came around the boul der
weapon first.

For amoment, she looked, startled, into Zanja' s eyes, and then Zanja quietly embraced her neck with
her dagger’ s edge, and almost fell with her as the woman dropped her blade and grabbed Zanja by the
shirt. Zanjahung on the hillsde by her fingernails, and scrambled back to shelter, briefly seeing adozen
or more surprised soldiers staring up at her, or down at the flailing, dying soldier who had falen
practicaly on top of them. In dmost the same moment, she heard Emil fire thefirst shot, and in the
immediate volley the Sainnites fled for the margind shelter of the thin woods.

Zanjaand her companions chased them down the hillside. She legpt over the dying soldier, whose heart
continued to pump blood onto the stones. She chased down awide-eyed young man whose pistol shot
dodged crazily past her shoulder and into the sky. He dropped the pistol and jerked a short sword out of
its scabbard, but by then Zanja' s dagger had diced through his leather cuirass and into his chest so easily
it seemed the man’s armor and flesh were constructed of lard. She missed his heart, though, and had to
try again, and in the moment between her first blow and her second, the panicked young soldier took a
stumbling swing at her. She caught the terrified blow on her dagger, and felt it jar her arm and shoulder
like ablow from astave, but she managed to strike him again, and thistime the blow was true, and the
boy died.

In the woods, the Sainnite commander’ stin whistle shrilled, “ Cometo me!” Shelooked around:
scattered Paladins fought and chased the fleeing Sainnites. She ran to help a Paladin who seemed
overpowered by atowering brute of aman in metal armor. She shot him at close range with her pistal,
which seemed to do no good, then switched her dagger back to her right hand as the monstrous soldier
turned to confront her. She would sooner take on an angry bull, she thought as she dodged the battle-ax
that could have taken her head off, and leapt forward to dip her uncanny dagger neatly into hisarmpit.



He scarcely seemed tofed it, but it bled like amortal wound, and she and her companion took turns
baiting him while he bled to deeth. At last he fell dowly asadaughtered cow, gill swinging hisdeadly ax.

She had amoment, then, to recognize her battle companion. “Isthat your blood?’ she asked, gesturing at
Linde s scarlet-stained shirt.

“l don't think s0.”

They stood together, gasping for breath, watching the great soldier’ s eyes glaze over. It took him long
enough,” Linde commented.

“I must have just nicked hisheart.”
“That was atricky blow.” Admiringly, he shook her hand.

“I've got agood blade,” she said, which was the truth, though he took it for modesty. “What shall we do
now?’

Asif inreply, avolley of gunshots sounded in the woods, and Linde said, “ The Sainnites have regrouped,
by the sound of it, and Emil will be calling aretreat, snce we no longer have the advantage. Let’slook
around for wounded Pdadins, and start hauling them up the hillside.”

They soon found the company hedler, Jerrell, engaged in the same project, and the three of them hastily
scoured the battleground for falen Paadins, finding one wounded and one dead. They finished off two
injured Sainnitesaswell.

With the exhilaration of battle sarting to lift, Zanjafought an overpowering nausea. Her limbstrembled as
she helped carry the dead and wounded to high ground. Her various victims had doused her with their
blood, and she wanted nothing more than to find aquiet stream and rinse out her shirt. But she had been
through this horror before, and knew there was no remedy except to wait for it to pass. Meanwhile, with
the Paladins reappearing in the woods and gathering again on the hilltop, Zanjahelped Jerrdll to amputate
the wounded Pa adin’ s mangled arm. When they were finished, she commented unsteadily that she'd
rather be awarrior than a surgeon.

Jerrdl sad grimly, “Well, I’ ve done both, and I’ d say killing astranger is much easier than chopping off
thearmsand legs of my friends”

Theraven circling overheed tilted its wings and flew into the sunrise. Perched on the hilltop with his
spyglass, Emil reported that the Sainnites continued to retreat. Annis found Zanja, and her excited
monologue gave Zanjasome rdief from thinking. She had time to change her shirt and to settle her
stomach with amouthful of hardtack before the company began again to travel, carrying the dead and
wounded, some somber, like Zanja, and some, like Annis, giddy with triumph.

At mid-day, they stopped to rest and eat. Anniswas called away to give her opinion on afaulty pistol,
and Zanja sat solitary in the cool shade of atree, pretending peace for alittle while,

Emil limped over with his camp stool under hisarm. “ Daye says you have something to tell me.” He had
taken off his doublet, which had been stained with adistinct arc of spattered blood. He sat heavily upon
his stool, and offered Zanjaawedge of cheese to go with her half-eaten piece of bread. She said, “I

peak Sainnese.”

He gave her agtartled look, but said haf-humoroudy, “ Of course you do. And what did the Sainnites
y?



“Just before the battle began, | overheard a conversation between the commander and asoldier, the one
| killed.”

“Thefirs of threg, | hear.”

“The commander was angry, dmost as though he had been so confident of hisvictory that night that he
could not believe it had been stolen from him. He said, * That seguli swore we would have victory this
night.” Then, he added, ‘ He has never been wrong before.” Then, because he was in such abad humor,
he sent that woman to her death.”

“Hmm.”

Though the days had begun to warm, in the cool woods it remained chilly, and the trees had scarcely
begun to leaf out. Emil wore histattered coat, and Zanja could hear the faint sound of hiswatch ticking in
apocket.

Emil said, “What isa seguli 7’

“Unfortunatdly, | have never heard that word before. But | think the seguli may be our true enemy—a
talented strategist, the same one who gutted Rees Company last year.”

“If hetruly has never been wrong before, our little escapade today will surdly leave him—and them—a
bit unnerved.” For amoment, Emil looked as gleeful asaboy, and then he sobered. “ Still, if not for you,
they would have found us, and it would have been amassacre.”

“Wewerelucky,” Zanjasaid. It would not do for Emil to start relying on her to predict their battles for
him. The raven was gone, and Kariswould certainly seeto it that he never returned.

“Wewerelucky,” Emil agreed. “It' sthe kind of luck we need to survive this summer. | hopethat it
continues”

Chapter Ten

The important work of collecting and distributing bread to the scattered company proved as dull and
tedious as Zanja had feared. The greatest challengeit posed wasthat of finding her way—first to the
various farmholds that had agreed to supply the bread, then to the various encampments that needed it.
The farmholds most often provided great whedls of hard rye bread that kept well and did not crumble
eadly, but they also loaded her poor donkey with whatever else could be spared from their own or their
neighbors storerooms:. carrots, cheese, sausage, turnips, apples, potatoes, onions, and ham. At least,
when Zanja succeeded in finding a company encampment, no one was sorry to see her.

It had become known that Zanja' s prescience had saved the company that night. Although most of the
Pdadins could not bring themselvesto treat her as one of their own, they were courteous enough, though
in Willis sunit the welcome remained particularly coal.

“Thereyou are at last,” Annissaid, when Zanjaarrived at Day€' s unit with afresh load of bread. “We're
running low on sdtpeter, and | haveto go to Wilton. Emil saysto bring you with me, and we' |l meet him
and Willisdong theway.”



The next morning, on the east-west road just outside the river valley, they found Emil and Williswaiting
for them. The road was busy with market day traffic. Willisand Annis, their wegpons hidden in their
longshirts, became indistinguishable from any other farmer. Emil might have been arather seedy
accountant looking for work. Zanjawrapped her hair in a headcloth, obscured her face with ahat brim,
and hoped no one looked at her too closdly.

“I want you to learn to read glyphs,” Emil said to her, and produced out of his knapsack a sheet of
paper. “1’ve written some out for you.” He pointed. “ The four eements, the four directions, the four
seasons, the twelve implements.”

Next to each carefully drawn symbol, he had written its name, followed by abrief explanation of the
symbol’ simplications. The symbols seemed stagnant, their implications arcane and irrdlevant. “Why?’
Zanjaasked.

“Indulge me”
Shefdt Willisglowering at her back. “ Of course.”

To understand the glyphs seemed like knowledge of the most tedious sort. Each glyph had primary and
secondary meanings, and sometimes meant two things smultaneoudy. Each glyph had ahistory or specia
use, and some of them were accompanied by lengthy expository talesthat complicated rather than
clarified their meaning. In addition, the meanings of the glyphsinteracted with each other, so that two
glyphstogether meant something different from what they meant separately. To fully understand these
glyphs might require lengthy study, and the entire system, Emil told her, included a thousand symbols,
though hewas not certain if anyone remaining aive wasfamiliar with them al. He himself knew about half
of them, and had despaired of ever learning the other half.

His passion for this strange, ambiguous method of recording and understanding ideas was as evident as
Willis sand Annis sexcruciating boredom withit. If only out of perversity, Zanjastruggled to
comprehend what Emil wastelling her about the glyphs. The more she came to understand them, the
more genuine her interest became.

Wilton was as big asthe largest towns Zanja had traded in up in the border country. Located near the
junction of two mgjor rivers, it was awarren of narrow byways and sudden plazas, with balconies on
opposite buildings amere hop apart from each other, and acasua attitude toward garbage that | eft her
aways on the lookout for dung and debris underfoot or faling from overhead. The rivers brought
travelers from far-flung communities who wereriding the current to the seaport and pauised hereto
replenish their supplies and sall some of their wares. Many of these travelers looked no more like a South
Hiller than she did, and some of them even resembled her.

“I won't say you can get everything in Wilton,” said Emil. “It' snot like it used to be, and it’ snothing like
Hanishport, where you can get everything.”

“Everything but what you can get in Hanishport’ s neighboring town, Ladi,” said Willis. “Of course, in
Ladi you'll be robbed and murdered in the bargain.”

Thetaverns had set up their tables in the streets, the better to entice the farmersto drink what money
they had rather than buy seed or tools or pay their taxes. It seemed a hopeless enterprise, however. This
early in the season the farmers come into town for market day hadn’t much to sell, and they al had a
pale, winter-pinched look, and away of keeping their hands up their deeves.



Emil and Willis had come into town to talk to Willis s brothers, who worked at the garrison. Annis|eft to
make some arrangements with one of her chemist friends.

A row of beggars sat againgt awal with their empty hands lifted, moaning tales of being reduced to
poverty through no fault of their own. Emil tapped Zanja sarm and pointed at the garish Sign that hung
over the door. Aswas common throughout the country, the businessfolk of Wilton used glyphsto
identify their shops. Merchants used only one symboal, the tavern keepers two, which made the name of
the taverns amusingly ambiguous. However, the symbols were ways represented as pictures: in the case
of thistavern awhed and ahoe.

The tavern was empty. Willis shouted for de.
“So what isthis place named?’ Emil asked Zanja, asthey sat at a battered table.
“Progress Through Hard Work,” she hazarded. “It ssemsrather an odd name for atavern.”

It was an e ementary reading compared to what Emil could do, but he nodded approvingly. “Thereé sa
humor in it—most people would missthe joke entirely these days, and smply cal this place the Whed
and Hoe.” A big, light-footed woman entered from the arched doorway that led to a steep stone
gtaircase. Down its length echoed the wail of a baby.

“So sorry,” shesad. “I didn’t know my husband had gone out.”
She served them heavy mugs of de and went into the kitchen to warm up some pies for them.

“Hushand,” snorted Willis. When Zanjaglanced a him curioudy, he added, “ City folk useit to mean
something completely different from what it truly means, and then they call us backwards. These are the
same people who let their kin live on the streets, like those beggars out there, rather than keeping them
decently clothed and fed.”

“Those beggars are smoke sick,” Zanjasaid.
“All the more reason why they need their families,” Willis snapped.
“So what would you cal thiswoman's man?’

“Not her husband,” Willis said obstinately. “Where is the household? Where are the other parentsfor the
child? It sjust the two of them. That’sno family.”

Zanjatook aswalow of the hitter de she’ d never developed ataste for, and ate the greasy pork piethe
dewife st infront of her. Thewoman’ s husband returned, and they had abrief, bitter argument behind
the closed door of the kitchen. When Willis s brothers arrived, the ale husband came out smiling and
rubbing his hands, and wouldn’t leave them aone until Emil threatened to go to another ale house.

Willis sbrothers smelled digtinctly of the stable. They wereidentical twinswho dressed dike and ate
aike and finished each other’ s sentences. When both of them turned their attention upon Zanja, she
redlized that they probably made love together aswell, and she had to struggle to keep from reveding
how repellent she found the prospect.

Therewas acertain affliction that every member of Willis sfamily seemed to share, asingle-mindedness
that sorely tried her patience. “ Tell me about this new commander,” Emil said. “Y ou have at least seen
her, haven't you?’

“She'syoung,” said one.



“And handsome,” said the other.
“How young? s she one of this new breed, Shaftali-born?’
“She' solder than fifteen!”

Emil rather wearily reminded the brother that, though it had been fifteen years since the Fall of the House
of Lilterwess, the Samnites had been a presence in Shafta for agood fifteen years before that.

“I suppose she could bethirty,” said a brother. “Maybe a bit older.”
“What does it matter?’ asked the other.

“The young ones sometimes speak our language, and they understand us much better than their fathers
did. | think they are the more dangerous enemies because they don’t make as many stupid mistakes.”

The brotherslooked at him blankly. “ Sainnites are Sainnites.”
“Exactly,” said Willisimpatiently.
Emil looked asif the three of them together were enough to give him aheadache.

The brotherstold him that the soldiers reassigned from Rees had arrived al at once, before the thaw.
There were too many of them for the brothersto notice any onein particular. They complained at length
about the great quantities of baggage the two of them had carried that day. In particular, they
remembered some large, remarkably heavy trunksthat the two of them had been unfortunate enough to
have to move into one soldier’ squarters. “ Trunksfull of rocks” they said bitterly. “A lot of rocks.”

“Weapons,” suggested Willis.

“Oh, sure, it could have been ax heads or something made of iron, though what one soldier wanted with
so many of them | don’t know.”

“It wasbooks,” said Zanja.

Willisand his brothers burst into raucous laughter. “Books! Even we don’t have books anymore, and at
least we know how to read!”

But Emil said somberly, “Books? What kind of Sainnite would have such acollection of books?
“Perhaps a Sainnite young enough to be fluent in both languages, so he can read Shaftai books.”

“And educated at least alittle—though how that might happen | don’t know. Some of them must be able
to read, but not in Sheftalese.”

“And he sinfluentid enough that his commander dlows him to fill awagon, when most soldiers have only
one smal trunk, and whatever they can carry on their backs.”

Emil turned to the brothers. “Find aman likethat,” he said. “A young Sainnite, fluent in both languages,
educated, and influentia, who arrived with the others from Rees. Find out everything you can about him.”

The brothers gaped a him as though he was a street corner magician pulling coins out of children’sears.
Willis, predictably, protested, “Y ou don’t even know thisman exigts. It sjust guesses.”

Emil said quietly, “No, it'sfirelogic.”



Willis banged histankard on thetable. “1 need more ae”

Zanjagave him hers. The thick ssone wallsretained the day’ s chill too well, and the fire on the hearth was
stingy at best. Dour Anniscamein, and greeted the brothers with indifferent kisses. Probably the brothers
were her cousins, like just about everyonein South Hill. Then she kissed Zanja, much lessindifferently.

The four of them left the brothers drinking their de, and followed a circuitous route to aroad that ended
at the garrison wall. There was no gate; the wall rose up out of the road’ s debris. The city buildings stood
aoof, with the basements of the buildings that had once stood there filled with the rubble of their
demolished walls. The garrison wall had been built of reused stone blocks. Asthey stood there, asoldier
grolled past dong the battlement, egting an gpple. He carried along gun by ading over his shoulder. He
did not even glance down at them.

“The main gate isto thewest,” said Emil, “and there' stwo postern gates, al guarded. We ve dreamed
up half adozen waysto break in over the years, but we ve never actualy doneit. Let them hide avay
inddetheir waled city ... if they’ll just leave the rest of Shaftal done.”

They walked to the main gate, and Emil went into ashop within sight of it to visit afriend who had made
it his habit to watch the comings and goings of the garrison. When he reappeared, he reported that his
friend had nothing useful to tell them. If a Shaftai spy were visiting the garrison, he or she had the sense
to goin by the postern gate, and if the owner of the trunks of books were going in and out, he looked no
different from any other soldier.

Willis smood seemed to have only grown more foul asthe day continued. Apparently, he did not like
that Emil taught Zanjaabout glyphs, nor did helike that ther intuitions had proven so compatible. But
why hewas so irritated by these things Zanja could not imagine.

Asthey waked through the rich farmlands of theriver valey, Annistalked to Zanja about her
experiments with gunpowder and other unstable compounds. It seemed incredible she had not even
injured herself, when she clearly deserved to be blown to bits.

Inthis community of huge, fantagticaly intermarried families, Zanja sloneliness was becoming intolerable.
She experimented with touching Annis sarm, wondering if she hersdf would be blown to bits. Annis
turned her head a Zanja stouch, and her glance was not unfriendly. “We should go awvay somewhere so
you can practice shooting,” she said.

“Sometime soon,” Zanjasuggested.
Annissmiled. Apparently, not al South Hillers were hopelessly unsubtle.

Theland dowly put on the clothing of summer: first white and pink, then many shades of green. The
Sannitesregularly hunted South Hill Company, commonly by daylight, less commonly by night. Lookouts
within and without Wilton sgnaled troop movements with fire and flag, and, inevitably, when the Sainnites
arrived a one or another encampment, their prey would have fled. South Hill Company set traps, lay in
wait, and struck back, though their enemy rapidly grew cautious and canny and so did not fal for their
tricks often. Thus, every falen Sainnite was acause for celebration.

Zanjaoccasondly led the Sainnites on amerry chase through the wild wood, but more often she and her
food-laden donkey took refuge in athicket asthe soldiers marched past, and instead of fighting or fleeing
she spent much of her time straining her prescience, trying to cal culate where and when she might find the



hungry Paladins, who, by making themselves difficult for the soldiersto find, also medeit difficult for
suppliesto find them.

The second full moon that Zanja had seen in South Hill was starting to wane as she and her donkey
climbed wearily into the highlands where Daye' s company had retreated for afew days of rest. A
startled, haggard picket challenged her, for even in aplace so remote from the garrison they dared not
relax their guard. Zanja gave the poor man some bread and dried fruit, and made her way into the camp,
where her appearance was greeted with an exhausted chorus of huzzahs. Daye intervened to keep the
donkey from being stampeded, and handed over the fresh supply of food to the cook, who in turn sent a
phalanx of helpersto fetch buckets of water and start chopping vegetablesfor stew.

“Tonight will be our first night’ sdeep in three days,” Daye explained. “ And we ve hardly esten since
yesterday.”

“I could not find you,” Zanjasaid gpologeticdly. “By thetime | was done dodging Sainnites. . .”

“Wéll, | don't blameyou. It sjust frustrating, not being able to send my people over to the nearest farm
for food when we get hungry. The lack of beds and baths, well, that’ s not so pleasant either. You're
looking pretty tired yoursdlf.” She examined Zanjacriticaly. “How long since you haven't spent aday on
your feet?’

Zanjashook her head; it was too much trouble to count.

“Too long, then. Y ou rest with ustomorrow.”

“Peoplewill go hungry.”
“Let them shoot adeer or snare some rabbits, like we' ve been doing.”

Dayetold Zanjathe way to anearby hot spring, in arocky meadow where the turf would satisfy the
donkey. The spring was easy enough to find, for it was marked by flapping flags of drying laundry.
Though the pool’ s edges were trampled and some suds lingered, Zanja had the steaming, stinking place
to hersdf. Shetossed her dirtiest clothesin to soak, then lay herself down in the scalding, sulfurous water
and decided she would never get up again.

People cameto collect their laundry, and Zanja managed to exchange afew groggy words of
conversation with them. They |eft; Zanja dozed, and was awakened by more laundry being tossed in to
join hers. Then Annis came into the water and waded to the deepest, hottest part of the pool, where
Zanjalay stunned by heat, with her head propped up on stone. Zanja put her hands on bare skin that was
heated by the earth’ s center and dippery with minerals. Annis' s hands stroked from ribsto hips and then
to Zanja s breasts, and Zanjalet her kiss her, lazy and dow, and eventually her hands found their way to
theinsides of Annis sthighs. For awhile Zanjawas unmoored, haf drowned, dazzled by sharp flashes of
sunlight, of pleasure, of Smple release. Anniswas alaughing, easy, and uncomplicated lover.

When they had finished, Annis got up and began briskly pounding her sodden clothes with stones.
Bewildered, Zanjawatched Annis sink to her elbows in sogpy foam. Had shejust been entertaining
Annis, helping stave off boredom while her clothes were soaking?

“I' had so much gunpowder in my clothes | wasawaking exploson,” Annissaid cheerfully.
“I know what you mean,” Zanjasaid.

“Ligen,” Annissaid, not seeming to have heard. “I’ ve invented something, and I think it might be rather
fine. It fliesd Don't tell Emil—I want to show him, and see hisface light up.”



When Zanjalay with her fdlow katrim, it had been both intimate and perilous, for the katrim were
smultaneoudy fellows and rivals, who with no immediate enemy to fight, could only pick fightswith each
other. To lay down their wegpons for awhile and offer each other intimacy and comfort instead was
never casud, though it was dways assumed to be short-lived. But Annis' s carelessness, Zanjathought,
wasinaulting.

“That wasfun,” Annissaid, as she hung her laundry on the bushes, and did not even seem to notice when
Zanjafailed to agree with her.

The wearying, hectic game of dodge, retreat, and regroup dulled Zanja s pain, but honed her intuition.
She stockpiled food a Midway Barn so starving company members could get supplies there even when
it wasimpossible for Zanjato catch up with them. One night, she spotted the signd firesthat warned
Willis's company of an enemy attack, and she was able to guess where Willis would make his new
encampment, and left food for them to find when they arrived. No doubt Williswould cdl it luck, or
common sense. A few days later, she arrived at Midway Barn with afresh supply of food, and was
astonished to find Emil there, alone, Spping a cup of teaand reading a dispatch.

Hewas haggard, but grinned like aboy at her surprise. “I hear you' ve sarted leaving food supplies—not
where the unit is encamped, but where they will be encamped soon. That'squite atrick.”

“I’'veonly doneit twice.”
“It' sapity you can't tdl uswhere the Sainniteswill be, the way they seem to do with us.”
“It'sapity you can't do it either,” she said.

“Yes. But apparently | can predict where you will be. Come with meto Bowen's Farmhold, will you?
Three survivors from Rees Company are guesting there, and sent amessage asking to be admitted to
South Hill Company. WEe Il be there in time for supper, and the Bowens aways set agood table.”

It was afineday: bright and warm, and shot through with swooping birdsthat dove like flame from out of
the sun and swooped over the treetops, ecstatic with passion. The two of them took ahigh trail that
Zanjahad not followed before, with adender rivulet chuckling dong beside them. For half the morning,
Emil thought his own thoughts, and Zanja, long accustomed to solitude, felt no need to interrupt with an
attempt at conversation. They reached a high, remote meadow, where occasional fat bees shot past like
pistol balls. There, they sat in the sun to rest, and the donkey promptly set to grazing. Emil took a packet
wrapped in paper out of his doublet pocket and handed it to her. “Thisisfor you. Y ou’ d have gotten it
much sooner, but it took my friend in Wilton over amonth to find.”

Zanjadid not know what to do with agift. “Untiethe string,” he urged. *Y ou' |l laugh when you see what
itis”

She opened the packet, and then she did laugh, for Emil had given her apack of fortune-telling cards.
“Emil, you are adesperate man.”

“Yes” hesaid, suddenly serious.

“Glyphg!” she exclaimed, looking more closely at the cards.



“These cards were traditiondly used to teach glyphsto schoolchildren. I'm afraid it sarather artless
deck. I’ ve seen some that were amost too beautiful to touch—but | suppose you wouldn't want to be
carrying artwork while running through the woods and rolling around in the mud.”

Zanjashuffled through the cards, looking at the woodcut illustrations, printed in brown, and the glyphs
stamped on each corner in red. Most of the glyphs she had not seen before, but even those she was
familiar with seemed much less ambiguous when paired with an illustration. She found araven, who dove
earthward with amessage satchel round his neck. She found an owl, who flew across achasm with a
person dangling helplesdy from one claw. She found awoman standing in an open doorway, and lay that
card flat upon her knee.

Emil took up the card and examined it critically. “ The Woman of the Doorway really should ook less
grim and more ambivaent.”

“Isshegoing out, or coming in? Or is she Smply unable to make up her mind?’
“They say she stlands poised between the danger without and the danger within.”

“Of course.” Zanjatook the card from him and traced the shape of the glyph with afingertip.
“Uncertainty and judgment, and the dangers of decision. Possibilities and dangers and the fact of our
exigence here—" she tapped the woman' s head, to show which “here” she meant. “ Always deciding.”

“To somefire bloods, the cards explain themsaves. | suspected they might explain themselvesto you.”

She surreptitioudy wiped her face dry. What was wrong with her? She restlessly sought and found the
owl card, and showed it to Emil. “Isthe person being carried a passenger, or prey?’

“Ah, well. That isthe heart of the question, isn’t it? Do we seek wisdom, or are we kidnapped by it?’
Zanjasad, haf to hersdlf, “It wasthe owl god that chose meto serve her.”
“No wonder your way has been so hard. That glyph must be your name sign, then.”

“Which isyours? No—I will guess.” She sought through the deck, and pulled out a card: aman standing
aoneon ahilltop, with stars shaped like arrows faling down on him.

“Solitude,” Emil said. “Also sometimes called Contempl ation. The man on the hill seesforever, and might
be destroyed by what he sees. Yes, it' smy card,” he added, as she glanced a him inquiringly, “Now tell
me: Wheat isthe thregt to South Hill Company? Just pick acard and let me do the thinking.”

She chose a card that depicted a plain box, with the lock broken, thelid half open, and theinterior
hidden in shadow.

Emil said. “But whet isin the box?’

She pulled out and tossed down a picture of aburning flame.

“Whosefireisit?’

Shelay athird card down, and cried in disgust, “That can't beright!” It was the Man on the Hill.

But Emil spread out the three cardsin the grass. “Am | the one who threatens South Hill? Well, obvioudy
my judgment on this matter is questionable, but | don’t see how it could be possible. Let’s consider what
eseit might be. Theflame, of course, isthe eemental fire that enlightens and destroys:. love, rage, desire,
revolution, crestion, and destruction. The box hasto do with secrets that might be revealed, so paired



with the flameit suggests dementa divination or revelation. When the flameis paired with Solitude, it
usualy meansfiretdent, firelogic, the solitude that comes with being avisonary. And dl three cards
together. . .” Helooked at them, frowning.

“It might be awarning that for usto practice divination like this somehow makes you the danger that
threatens South Hill. Or it might be a suggestion that divination will allow usto counter adanger that is
not yet reveded.”

“It might mean either or both of those things. But | see athird possibility—one that | want to reject
because it seemslike an impossibility.” They sat along timein silence, with Zanjagazing down at the
cards and seeing how their meanings ceasdesdy shifted and yet somehow began to stabilize. Emil had
looked away from the cards, and gazed out at the vistathat lay before them. He said at last, “When those
fdling garspiercethe heart, it fedslikethis”

“It fedslikean owl’sclaw,” Zanjasad.

Heturned to her with awarm, wry smile, hissquint linesal furrowed againgt the sun. “Well, what do you
now seein the cards?’

“| seethat the Sainnites have aseer.”

“If that’ strue, then he must be amadman. To nurture a seer takes great care and deliberation, and the
Sainnites seem incapable of both.”

“Hemay beamadman,” Zanjasaid, “but what he’ s done to us so far, and to Rees before us, seems
more like genius”

“Y e—however difficult and exhausting the process—we continue to evade hisinsight. That may bethe
best we can hope to do against such an enemy.” Emil stretched out his stiff leg, preparatory to standing
up. She stood and offered him a hand, which he clasped in his so gently that she found hersdlf again
bewildered. The Ashawaad i were never so demondrative, except perhapswith their closet kin. “To hell
with protocol,” Emil said. “Between the two of us, we can see through the tricks of an inexperienced
seer— but not if | have to chase you across half the region every time | want to talk to you. These
volunteers from Rees don’'t know it yet, but one of them—" he grunted as she helped him up, “—is going
to be our new bread runner. Maybe more than one of them, since | suspect you won’t be easy to
replace.”

Chapter Eleven

Thethree unitsrotated positions again: Daye' s unit occupied high ground within spyglass sght of Wilton;
Perry’ sunit retreated into the highlands for afew days of rest, and Willis s unit camped in between, in the
thick woods west of the rich farmlands that surrounded Wilton. Since being promoted to runner, Zanja
hed traveled saverd times between Emil and Daye. It was never too difficult to find Daye sunit: it did not
take a seer to know that they would be on one or another hilltop near the edge of the flood plain that
surrounded Wilton. But to find Willis sunit would be tricky, even though, asfar as Zanjaknew, they had
not decamped recently. She had been walking through the woods since sunrise, merely hopeful that she
was following theright path.



Swegting in the warm morning, Zanja dipped through athicket and emerged onto clear ground again.
She paused to listen, and heard only faint bird song. Then a shot rang out, and apistol ball smacked into
atreenot ahand' s breadth from her shoulder. A second ball whizzed past, snging in ahigh, thin whine,
but by then she had dived into the thicket again. She paused to load apistol and then crawled further into
the thick woods, then lay down in the dirt and waited with her heartbeat thrumming in her ears.

The woods lay dead slent. The birds began to sing again. Her heartbeat dowed; her ingtinctstold her
that whoever had shot at her was gone. Still, she did not continue her journey until midday filled the forest
with dull sunlight. It was afternoon when awatchful picket outside the encampment noticed her cautious
passage through the woods, and challenged her. “Why are you lurking?’ he asked, when he recognized
her. “Do you want to get yoursdlf killed?’

Williskept his campsin exacting order, with al the gear packed away, so it could be easily snatched up
should it become necessary to flee or fight. Lately, through, the Sainnites no longer chased the Paladins
into the woods, and seemed satisfied to Smply disrupt their deep, night after night. It was apolicy of
persecution that did not subject their own soldiers to much danger, while continuing to wear out the
Pdadins. Willis had sent Emil an impatient message that next time the Sainnites gpproached his camp, he
intended to attack rather than retreat. Emil had dispatched Zanjato find out his plansin more detall.

Willis sat talking with a sharpshooter who was said to be hislover, severa other opinionated and
incautious people, and a couple of his brothers, who tended to repeat whatever he said as though they
had thought of it themselves. Whatever Zanja' s assessment of their characters, these were seasoned and
courageous fighters, and she supposed she might learn something about the value of aggression from
them.

Willis spotted her and said with extraordinary jovidity, “Well, wel! Unfortunately, you have missed the
midday med.”

“| was delayed by being shot at in the woods.”

“That' s strange. Perhaps alone Sainniteis out there today. Either that, or it wasthat spy we' ve been
watching out for.”

Zanjasad, “Wel, | never saw who it was, but it makes no sense that someone who wantsto avoid
notice would have shot unnecessarily. Areyou certain that it wasn't amember of your company taking a
ghot at me?’

“Wadll, if you didn’t answer the hail—"
“No onehailed me”
“Then it was no Paladin. We don't shoot at our own.”

“Of coursenot,” Zanjasaid, and perhaps she might have l€eft it at that, but the memory of the wasted
afternoon rankled. “But how can | be confident that everyone in South Hill Company recognizesme as
oneof their own?’ she asked.

She had said it quietly enough, but Willis reacted as she might have expected, with aroar caculated to
make her regret having even mentioned such apossibility. “No one questions the truthfulness and honor
of my people! If my man saysno one answered his hail, then that iswhat happened!”

“No one hailed me,” shesaid again.

“So it wasn't one of my people!”



“Then you have asniper lurking in the woods, and had better beware. A solitary person could easily dip
past your pickets.”

“My picketsare dwayswatchful,” Willissad dismissvely.

Mechanicdly, bitterly, Zanjagave him Emil’ smessage, and then tried to listen closaly as Willisand the
others explained their plan to her. She had intended to ask Willisto show her the site of hisintended
ambush, but now could not convince hersdf to remain any longer than gtrictly necessary. If sheleft now,
she could reach Day€' s unit before dark.

“I didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” said Daye, when Zanja had found the encampment, shortly
before sunset. They were dousing the cookfiresto make it harder for the Sainnitesto find them in the
darkness, but the stew was gill hot. The evening watch was aready in position; the night watch dept; the
day watch played cards or dice by thefading light. Daye claimed she had nothing important to do, and
sat and chatted with Zanjawhile she ate.

“IsAnnisaway?’ Zanjaasked.

“She' s conducting experiments again, now that she's got more gunpowder. That child israther excited
about something, but won't tell mewhat.”

Zanjaate afew mouthfuls. “I need some advice,” shefindly sad.

She had cometo trust Daye during the months that she served under her command. Daye had been the
first to congratulate her on her promotion, and to point out that now Zanja s swift mind would prove even
more important than her swift feet. Now, Daye paused in plaiting her gray hair, and looked at Zanja
inquiringly.

“I think someone in Willis sunit tried to shoot metoday,” Zanjasad. “And | think that Willis
commanded it.”

“That man,” Daye said, gpparently not much surprised, “isan ass. I’ ve known him hiswholelife, and he
has dways been an ass. It'shopeless.” In silence, shefinished plaiting her hair, and Zanja cleaned out her
porringer with abit of bread.

“I'mjust agtranger—" shefindly began.
Daye cut her off. “ Y ou'reasmart fighter and that prescienceis an asset to the company. I'll talk to Emil.”
“I cantak to himmysdf.”

“No, Emil and I have along history. | am the one who tells him the truths that are so bitter no one else
darestell them to him, and he hasto listen because I’m hiselder. The older | get, the blunter | get. You
young people waste so much time on niceties.”

Zanjasad, “1 don’t want Emil to think I’ll run to him every time | have aproblem rather than solving it
mysdf.”

“Well, thisisthe kind of problem he needs to know about. He' s dways had one good reason or another
to put up with Willis, but he truly can’t endure the man. So heties himself in knotstrying to befair, and
ends up looking the other way when he shouldn’t.”

Zanjasad, rather agtonished, “ Should you betelling me dl this about my superiors?’



“What!” Daye laughed. “ South Hill thrives on gossip. Fertilizer, we cdl it, to make the crops grow.” She
added, more serioudy, “When Emil told me about his decision to promote you, | could seetherewas
moreto it than smple admiration for your good sense. Y ou and him, you seem like kinfolk to me.”

Zanja awoke from troubled deep to the sound of apistol shot. Her unreliable prescience had once again
failed her. Shouting, she legpt out of her blankets and snatched up her dagger. Gunpowder flashed all
around the encampment. She ran through a chaos of confused Paladins at the closest gunpowder flash,
following the digtinctive aily stink of a Sainnite cuirass. The soldier was il blinded by theflare of hisown
gunshot, and, before Zanja was even full awake, she had dispatched him. She did not know where she
had cut him, but the smdll told the tale of her doppy work. If she survived the night, it would bein
clothing asfoul asabutcher’s.

Barefoot, haf blind, she attacked another opponent. The two of them had come too close to killing each
other before they redlized they were dlies. The gunsflashed around them, deafening. She and her fellow
Paadin screamed at each other, asking each other what to do. Then he collapsed at her feet and she
dared & him stupidly. Pistol balls buzzed through the clearing.

Move or die. She dodged through the darkness and the billowing gunsmoke. How could the Sainnites
keep shooting so long? In their zea ousness they would surely soon be shooting each other.

She heard ametalic whistle, and the gunsfell sllent. By some devil’ sluck—too little luck, too late—she
had broken through the ring of soldiers, and now asthey tightened their noose upon the trapped Paladins,
shewas outside of it, as helpless to save them as they were helplessto escape.

With only adagger in her hand, shefollowed the tightening circle of soldiersinward. She heard a scream,
and bit her own tongue. The clearing seemed filled with soldiers. She might kill one more before she
hersdf waskilled, then no one would surviveto light the signal beacon, or carry amessage to Emil.

She got hersalf under command and dipped back into the dark wood.

She had scarcely gotten her bearings when she heard atentative bird cdl. The racket of battle was
dready fdling slent and she dared not whistle back, but ssumbled about until she had found a handful of
others. some survivors of the evening watch, who were booted and armed and frantic with guilt; some
barefoot like her, with or without wespons; severa of them injured, one certain to die before the night
ended.

Knowing that Zanja reported to Emil, the people who had been on watch gave her a garbled account of
not having seen abit of movement in thevaley dl night, until suddenly thefirefight erupted. “ They must
have dipped out of Wilton last night. Somehow, our spiesthere didn’t notice. And they worked their way
towards us from the north, aong the rim of the valley where we couldn’t see them. That’ swhat we think

happened.”

Zanjapaid no heed, for how this horror had happened seemed irrdlevant. “We need to light the beacon,”
shesad.

“There sthree people up there dready, like aways.”
“They would havelit the signd fire by now if they were dill dive.”

“Shaftal’ sName!” someone said, raw voiced. “ These Sainnites are devilsl”



But they were too experienced to waste precious time cursing the enemies. Thefive that were till in
condition to fight set out for the beacon hill, which pressed itsdf like a blunt knucklebone against the
dars. But, as Zanjamore than haf expected, the hill crawled with Sainnites, with more arriving even as
Zanjaand her companions watched. It had been awell-planned attack, the Paladins bitterly told each
other. The Sainnites must have attacked the beacon, the watchposts, and the encampment
smultaneoudy, and now two-thirds of Day€e s unit was amost certainly dead.

But now the Sainnites appeared to have nothing better to do than to keep the Paladins from lighting the
beacon. Zanjaand her companions returned to the site of the encampment, finding it now occupied only
by the sprawling dead. Daye had died fighting—" As she intended to,” said one of the survivorsdully.

Zanja sorted through her trampled gear, blinded by tears, feding as choked for breath as though she
were drowning. But one part of her stood distant from her grief, coolly reminding her that she had
survived worse horrors than this. Mechanically, she found and put on her boots, holstered her pistolsin
the belt that crossed her chest, dung alight haversack upon her back, and abandoned the rest of her gear
whereit lay.

“Ligen,” she said to the others, who stood in an aimless, sunned group. “ The Sainnites have bigger plans
than thistonight, or they wouldn’t be troubling themsel ves to secure the beacon. We need to learn what
they are doing, and then we need to run messagesto Willis, Perry, and Emil. Some of usneed to go to
the nearest farmholds to get help for the wounded and to carry away the dead. Do any of you watchers
have a pyglass?’

They all walked the short distance to the overlook, where more bodieslay. It wasimpossible to see
much in the dark, but the column of soldiers marching briskly towards them acrossthe valley dong the
east-west road would have been difficult to miss. Zanjahanded back the spyglassto itsowner. “I’ll carry
the newsto Perry and Emil,” she said, and began to run.

The palid light of dawn was warming Zanja s shoulders when the road began to edge itsway around an
appealing meadow, where anyone with any sense would break their journey to rest and water their
horses, if they had them. She hersalf paused to fill her canteen at the brook, and then stood for awhile,
wadteful though it seemed to stand so quietly while disaster unfolded around her. Her thigh muscles
quivered with fatigue, but surely the Sainnites aso would be weary after marching al night, and evenona
forced march would have to take the time to rest and eat. This meadow seemed alikely placefor it.

Shetook hersdf up agentle hillsde on the far sde of the road, and settled down among the dappled
shadows to eat her honeycakes and fight off desire for deep. Soon, afew outriders arrived on worn-out
horses, and while the horses were being watered, the riders searched their immediate surroundings for
lurkers. The bulk of the army arrived soon after: 150 soldiers, Zanja counted, al heavily laden with the
kind of gear that might support along and rigorousjourney.

Perry’ s encampment now lay ahour’ sjourney to the south. Zanjagot heavily to her feet, and as soon as
she had found adeer path to follow she began to run again, which relieved her from the need for further
thinking, until the path abruptly popped her into the channd of a chattering brook. On the other bank,
Emil sat waiting for her. Stupid with exhaustion, she gaped at him. Two of his messengerslay under the
trees nearby, apparently deeping.

Hesaid, “1 sent amessage to Perry sometime ago, and | expect his entire company will arrive shortly.
Have you derted Willisand Daye?’



“Day€e sdead,” she gasped. “Attacked last night. Most of the company waskilled. | waswith them.” She
sat down where she was, rather too quickly as her legs gave out under her. For alittletimethey sat in
slence, with the brook between them. Then, Emil breathed in, white-faced, and asked calmly for more
information. Shetold him al she knew.

He sat slent. She groped for something more to say. “How did you know to send for Perry’ sunit?’

“I heard avoicein my deep. But when | awoke, it kept talking to mefor awhile. A voicein the sky. It
was very strange. Perhaps,” he added, not much seeming to care, “1 am losing my mind.”

Zanjalooked around for any sign of abig, black bird. “Wdl,” she said, in aneutral tone. But in the midst
of her exhaugtion, shefdt an extraordinary relief.

Chapter Twelve

Throughout the afternoon and into the evening, until they could no longer seetheway, Zanjaand her
twenty companions made aswift, hectic journey through the woods, following a path cut through the wild
lands that they jokingly named Bandit’s Road. The older Paadinstold how that path had first been
cut—how in the interva between planting and harvesting, Emil had recruited farmers and dray horses
from al acrosstheregion to help in the enterprise, which none of them had thought necessary. Every year
sncethen, agrumbling expedition walked the length of the path with saws and axesto clear away the
year’ s growth and deadfal. Now, more than one old timer patted Emil’ s shoulder and apologized for
curgng him behind his back.

The Bandit's Road paralleled the east-west road, but rather than meandering around the hillsand wild
lands, it cut directly through whatever lay beforeit, straight as a compass could make it. Zanjaand her
companions could not know how far ahead of the Sainnitesthey traveled, but that they werein fact
ahead of them seemed certain.

That first night, Zanja awoke from exhausted deep, and tottered out to the edge of their haphazard
encampment. There she found Emil sitting by himsdlf, weeping for his dead where no one could see him.
She sat with him, dry-eyed. In time, he wiped his face and in arough voice admonished her for not
resting when she had the chance.

“I’d say the sameto you,” she said, “if you were not my commander.”

“My blasted knee kegps me awake. But | drank a potion for it and should be able to deep soon.” He
tilted hisface back so the starlight shone on his deeply creased skin, and added, in avoice still hoarse
with sorrow, “1’ ve heard no speeches from the sky tonight.”

Zanjasaid serioudy, “ Surely the voice will spesk again if it ssemswe need more guidance.”
“Y ou believe we are watched over?’
“I believe the gods take the shapes of birds when they choose to speak to us.”

“I am not ardigious man.”



They st in slence, until Zanjasaid, “I imagine the Sainnites have their seer with them, and he will have
realized by now that we are running ahead of them. So if we cannot take them by surprise, how arewe
to stop them from crossing the bridge?’

“Have you ever tried to shoot a mouse with a pistol 7’

“I should think,” Zanjareplied after amoment, “that any salf-respecting mouse would no longer be where
it was, by thetimethe pistol bal arrived.”

“Exactly. And where would the mouse be instead? | doubt even the mouse knows.”
“S0 our best strategy isno strategy?’

“When seers predict the future, they are Smply telling themsalves stories, asyou and | tell storiesto each
other. And they havethe gift for knowing which of many possibilities are the most likely. The better
educated they are, the better the storiesthey can tdll themselves. But if dl the possibilitiesare equaly
likely, then how will our enemy know whereto point his pistol, and when to pull histrigger?”

“Hewill not know.”
“That’ swhat | hope. | suppose it depends on just how smart heis.”
After amoment, Zanjaadded, “No Strategy? Williswon't like that.”

“Don't tell him I’ ve been hearing voices”

* % %

When Zanjalast crossed this bridge, the river had been flooded. But even though spring thaw and mud
were long padt, it remained amost intimidating river that muscled its temperamenta passage between the
steep shoulders of the hills. It could not be safely forded, someone told Zanja. Before the bridge was
built, the river was so much trouble to get across that few people bothered, which explained why Darton
had so few inhabitantsto this day.

A cottage stood by itself on the hillside above the sturdy bridge and the wild river, with avegetable plot
in the back and afat, pampered cart horse running loose on the grassy hillsde. As Zanjaand her
companions came down the road, having reached the end of Bandit's Road and arrived at the east-west
road with no Sainnitesin sight, a peculiar old man came trotting down the hill to meet them. “Y ou pay a
toll to crossthisbridge,” he said, and counted heads and began doing calculations. Perhaps haggard,
heavily armed brigands were an everyday sight to him.

Emil stepped forward. “ Sir—"
“Don’'t interrupt!”

“Sir, | am Emil, Commander of Paladins, South Hill Company. | regret to inform you that we have come
to tear down the bridge.”

The bridgekeeper gaped a him. “ Y ou' ve got no right!”

“I am aranking commander, authorized by the Lilterwess Council to act on behdf of the Shaftai people.
| do havetheright.”

Zanja had flopped down with the others by the side of the road, too stupefied with exhaustion to even
consider the enormous labor that yet had to be accomplished that day. When the bridgekeeper



submissively started hisway back up the hill, Zanja somehow got her legs under her and tackled him, and
amog immediately regretted it. The man uttered a harridan’ s screech and sivung hisfist wildly, narrowly
missing her nose. Still screaming, he fought her like acrazy man, damming afoot into her shin and getting
agood punch to her ribs before she managed to get him to the ground, with adagger at histhroat and a
figinhishar for good measure. “ Check the cottage!” she shouted to her companions. “ Stop fighting!”
sheydled a him.

Helet hismuscles go limp, but then, wild-eyed, turned his head and sank histeeth into her forearm. Zanja
cut him then, and though it apparently took amoment for his pain to register, the man released histeeth
from her flesh to shout in outrage, “Y ou’ ve killed me!”

“Dead men don’t argue,” said one of Zanja s companions dryly, having come over, somewhat puzzled,
to hdp restrain him,

Emil came down from the man’ s cottage. “ That little house is built like afortress and is crammed with
guns. With the clear shot he' sgot of the bridge he could have held us off al day.”

They trussed the bridgekeeper to atree, where he screamed curses until they plugged his mouth with a
kerchief. Besdesthe cut in his neck, he had broken his hand punching it into the pistol that came between
hisfist and Zanja sribs. Anger seemed to be keeping him from feding it, but he certainly would regret
losing histemper soon enough. Zanjawent up to the cottage to have the bite in her arm washed with
sogp. She and her companion returned to the bridge, lugging baskets of food ransacked from the cottage:
preserved mesets, bottled pickles, dried fruit, tins of crackers. Emil and the others had finished inspecting
the bridge by then, and, standing in agroup, they fished pickles from the jarswith their fingers, chomped
the dried fruit, and smeared preserved mesat on crackers and ate them in asingle mouthful. The luxury
was wasted: they would have eaten raw horsemesat with just as much enjoyment.

“A good team of dray horsesiswhat we need,” said one. “Buit that little horse on the hill won't be worth
the effort it will take to catch him.”

“What we need is Annis and a couple of bags of explosives.”
There was amurmur of agreement.
“What we have, however, isa couple of axes and our bare hands,” said Emil.

They glumly studied the sturdy bridge, jaws working, passing the picklejars. “1 guesswe d better get
busy,” someonefinaly sad.

They chopped through the massive timbers one by one, and pulled apart the rubble pilings, stone by
sone. By sunset, the bridge had begun to groan. Theriver joined the game, pushing and pulling at the
teetering structure, until the bridge collapsed into the water, and the river brokeit up asthough it were no
more substantial than asugar cake. Not one member of the company was unbloodied by then, but no
one had been carried away in the collgpse of the bridge, so they found the energy to utter aragged cheer
that was more rdlief than jubilation. Then Perry looked around at the battered company and said wryly,
“Wdl, we'rein dightly better shape than the bridge, though not by much. Good thing there’ sbeen no sign
of the Sainnites. Rather than fight or escape, I’ d beg them to put me out of my misery.”

The sun was setting. They dragged themselves alittle way into the woods and lay down on the ground
like wounded animas



Zanjaawoke with rocks embedded in her cheek and big black ants crawling through her hair. The
members of her company were strewn like corpses across the hillside. Others moved among them in the
migt, shaking them awake, offering to fill their porringers with porridge spooned from the kettle that two
people carried between them. She turned and saw Willis squat down beside Emil to shake him vigorously
by the shoulder.

“What were you thinking? Y ou left the bridgekeeper tied to the tree, and he told us exactly where you
had gone. If the Sainnites hadn’t turned around in their tracks—"

“What?" said Emil in avoice blurry with exhaugtion. “When did they turn around?’
“We met them on the road before dark.”

“That was before the bridge fell.” Emil sat up, rubbing hisface. “ Shaftd’ sName! Werethey just a
decoy? What are the Sainnites up to in the flatlands, while dl of South Hill Company is out of the way?’

Zanjafelt apeculiar, urgent impulse to be alone. She got to her feet with difficulty, and limped into the
woods, where night had not yet given way to dawn. With the awakening voices of her company sounding
far away behind her, she sat upon afallen tree cushioned with damp moss. Shefdt only haf avake: some
part of her still dreamed of the ringing ax and the scraping away of her skin on the heavy stones. Her
wandering thoughts vaguely considered a young man, a Sainnite, cleverer and further-seeing than she,
who knew before she did what she was going to do next, and danced her on strings like apuppet at a
fair. She noticed that in her bloody hand she clasped one of the bridgekeeper’ s crackers, and she gazed
at it in some bewilderment.

“What am | doing here?’ she asked. Then, the storm-battered doors of her mind creaked dowly open,
and she broke the cracker to pieces and lay them on the log beside her. Like a shadow untouched by
daylight, Karis sraven appeared from the shadows and landed softly beside her.

These saven months of her reclaimed life had largely been filled with hectic and dangerous effort. In the
pesce of thewood, Zanjafdt how illusory wasdl thisactivity, how empty her lifetruly was.

In avoice asracked as any smoke addict’s, she said, “ Good raven, | brought you this bit of bread.”

Theraven ate. Zanjasaid, “Y our help has been vitd theselast few days. Even though the Sainnites may
havetricked us, | am sure that if we had not destroyed the bridge, the Sainnites would have crossed it.”

Theraven, his cracker eaten, turned on Zanjaan intelligent gaze. “Zanja, a dawn for just alittle while, my
soul inhabitsthe raven.”

“Karig” Zanja saw her hand reach out under its own power, as though to grasp the muscled arm of her
friend and not the raven’ srasping feathers. “Karisl” she cried, but said no more, for the words that
crowded forward were dangerous and filled with longing.

Karis said through the raven, in avoice as hoarse and frayed as her own would be at thishour, “I also
am surprised. The raven is not supposed to be in South Hill.”

“I understand that. But | think he iswatching over you. He intervened to hel p prevent the Sainnites from
crossing into Darton.”

The raven—Karis—was slent. Whether her silence meant confusion or displeasure wasimpossible to
know.

Zanjasad cautioudy, “ Surely you did not think it would be too difficult for meto redizeyoulivein



Meartown.”
“Waell, you aren’t supposed to know.”

“Like everyonein South Hill Company, | have good reason to protect the forges and furnace that
provide our wegpons. My reason isjust more persond than most.” Zanja added, “ And thank you for my
dagger. Itissuch afine blade that | sometimesthink it could fight on its own. | often wonder why you
have not made more of them.”

“Every time you bloody the blade, | know it, and | fed my responsibility. Therefore, | make carpenter’s
tools, mainly. They arerardy used for killing.”

Zanjasaid, “ Dear gods—and Norinaalowed you to forge me ablade?’

“I never told her. | have the same problem with her blade, but sherarely hasto useit. Listen, we haven't
got muchtimetotak.”

Zanjasad hadtily, “There sadanger here that you should know about. The Sainnites have a seer, whois
now in South Hill, using hisvision to direct the actions of the soldiers. Do you know what happened in
Rees?”’

“Yes, | have heard about it.”

“That was the work of this seer. And now the same disaster is happening in South Hill. Emil and |
together are clever, but | believe the seer has just proven to usthat heis more clever ill.”

Theraven stared, then said in alow voice, “Now | am unnerved.”

“Nomorethan 1.” And Zanja, was, indeed, deeply afraid, with the kind of fear no soldier dares admit to,
upon redizing that defeat was dl but predestined.

Karissad abruptly, “1 must go.”

“But won't you tell me what you can do to help us?” Zanja cried. But the raven spread itswings and was
gone, and she sat donein the bird-loud wood, as the rising sun dropped down through the darkness a
thousand streamers of gold.

Chapter Thirteen

In the disordered camp of South Hill Company, Emil took the first few steps of the day, hisface white
with pain. Five years ago, when apistol ball had shattered hisknee, for awhile he had both hoped and
feared that his career as a Paladin commander at last would be over. But Jerrell had put his knee back
together again, and, disappointed, he had continued on.

In South Hill’ sriver vadley, the farmers stood in their fidlds, puzzled by the pal of smoke that sunrise had
reveadled. What had burned? Why had the fire bells not been rung? Someone spoke of hearing faraway
screams during the night, and thinking it was adream. Sowly, they began to fear that something terrible
had happened.



In the Sainnite encampment by the east-west road, ayoung man sat up in his blankets, fumbled for his
spectacles, and cried in the language of his mother, “Oh, what have | seen?” A camp cook turned from
his busy stirring to glance over at him curioudy. But, even with his spectacles on, the young man saw only
hisvison—and it was like nothing he had ever seen before.

The raven flew east and north across the Midlands for three days, until he cameto Norina' s cottage in
the woods. There she had returned for arest from her wanderings up and down the length of the region,
where she ceaselesdy rewove and repaired the fabric of the law, which the Sainnites tore apart again,
before and behind her.

The raven tapped on the window to wake her up, and she went into the kitchen to let him in. She bore
the weight of the child lightly enough, but she did not awaken as easily or gracefully as she used to. She
fumbled at the window latch and then sat heavily by the cold hearth, rubbing her face. “Y ou’ ve been
gone over twelve days.”

Embodied in the raven, Karis said, “ This raven went to South Hill again. And I’ ve spoken to Zanja”

Looking through the raven’ s eyes was strange, for he had two fields of vision and could see Norinain
only one of them. As sheleapt to her feet and cried out, “What!” then strode in agitation across the length
of the kitchen, she moved from one eyeto the other. “I ought to wring your neck!”

“You'reright; you ought to. Why don’'t you do it, then?” Karisflew the raven over so Norinacould
reach hisblack neck eadily.

Norina s hands unclenched. She lifted them up as though to directly entreat the goddess Shafta for
assi stance, though she could hardly be described as devout.

“Zanjatold methat it was a Sainnite seer that caused such havoc in Reeslast year. And thisyear he'sin
South Hill.”

Norinawalked back to the hearth and sat down. Her face had lost its color and the scar across her
cheek stood out like abrand. “Tell me everything that she said. Every word.”

Karistold her. Norinastirred the coals and then sat without moving until the few flamesthat she had
coaxed out of the ashes died down from neglect. She covered her face with her hands. When she looked
up, she had dipped from dismay back again to anger. If her infant could survive atumultuous nine months
in Norina swomb, Karisthought irrdlevantly, the rest of the child' slife surely would seem easy and
restful by comparison.

Norinasaid, “What you don’t see, and she can't see, is how she endangers you with her concern. If itis
infact truethat the only seer in dl of Shafta isa Sainnite—and that the only person in Shaftal besides
myself who is devoted to you has made hersdlf his enemy—it will not be long before the seer beginsto
dream of you. If it has not happened dready.”

Karis, muddied by arr logic, rather plaintively said, “I am not sure | understand you.”

“Hewill know of you through thinking of her. Perhaps he will know more of you than she does—and
certainly, she knowstoo much aready.”

“For dl these months, Zanja has kept her counse—"

“Shewill not tell the seer. Shewill not haveto. It will cometo him, that’sal.” Norinaleagpt to her feet
and started pacing again. “We have to get her out of South Hill.”



Karissad flatly, “ Shewill not go. Not without an explanation.”
“Shewill do whatever you ask her to do, Karis. Her obligation to you—"

“Her obligation to meis counterbaanced now by her obligation to her company, to her commander.
They arein desperate straits. She will refuse to abandon them without a reason—a compelling reason.”

Norinastopped in the middle of the room. “No,” shesaid. “1 will not tell her more, when with every
bresth | wish that she knew less”

“Wadl then, it seemsthere s nothing we can do but hope.”
“Hope!” Norinaspat it out, like acurse.

Karis, more present in that kitchen than shewasin her own body, which, unattended, fought its daily
battle to overcome the paralysis of smoke, could fed the closeness of sunrise. This conversation would
soon end.

“Y ou haveto leave Meartown,” Norinasaid.
“Y ou know | will not.”

“It won't take long for this seer to redlize that when you' re under smoke you' [l walk up to him as
trustingly asanewborn lamb. Y our first obligation isto survive unharmed. Not just for the people of
Meartown, but for the people of Shaftd.”

Karis said nothing, which Norinawould recognize asrebdlion. Norinasaid, findly, “1’m going to writeto
Mabin. Perhaps she can do something.”

Karistried to remind Norinathat Mabin hated her and probably wouldn't careif she werekilled by the
Sainnites, but the words came out garbled, and she realized that she had come back to her own skin,
gpesking inarticulate sounds with amouth still paralyzed by smoke. A speckling of sunlight lay upon the
eastward-facing windows, and she heard faintly the sound of Dominy stirring up the coas of the kitchen
fire

He camein with apot of tealater, and found the garden doors flung open and Karis standing in the
doorway, neither outside nor ingde, pulling on the twisted locks of her hair asthough they were ropes
connected to thoughts, and her thoughts were drowning. It would not be one of her good days.

Before the weary Pdadins arrived at Midway Barn, where Emil’ s messengers anxioudy awaited his
reappearance, worrying shreds of news had aready reached them: tales of farmsteads razed and entire
families disappeared. Emil came out from his solitary hearing of the messengers' reports, looking drawn
and gray with pain and exhaustion. Four highland farmsteads that had been steady providers of bread
and suppliesto South Hill Company had been burned to the ground; and of the farm families, even the
children, no one remained, though no bodies had been found. Some hundred peoplein al had gone
missng.

He ddlivered no inspirational speech, but left to closet himsdlf with Linde, whom he had selected to
replace Daye, long with Perry and Willis. Zanja sat among the others, afilthy, bloody, half-starved band
of ruffians, and waited for her turn behind the healer’ s curtain. The smdll of chicken stew cooking seemed
about to drive them dl insane, when the one-armed bread runner fortuitoudy arrived with the donkey,



Zanjd sold companion, heavily laden with great whedls of flat bread. Without butter or brothto dipiitin,
the bread was dry as sawdugt, but they ate it gratefully. Slowly, Zanja began to hear amurmur of her
companions old stout-heartedness. She sat with them, and ate dry bread, and plotted revenge.

Later, after achilly bath of water splashed from a stream, with her poorly laundered clothing drying in the
hot breeze, and her bitten arm, blistered feet, and raw hands bandaged and salved, Zanja let herself
enjoy theilluson of rest and comfort. She was adeep in apatch of sunshine when Emil woke her. His
drawn face, dirty clothing, and even the staff on which he now leaned, reminded her how desperate their
Stuation had become.

“That biteinyour armisn't festering, isit?’ he asked.
“No, Emil.”

“That' sfortunate, | suppose. Jarrell tellsmethat the surviving Paladins are going to fall ill or succumb to
one or another infection if they don’t get some rest and afew decent medlsin them.”

“| ate some bread.”

He responded with aflash of hisold humor. “That's practicaly afeast. And you' ve dept, what, an hour
or two? That should be more than enough.”

“What do you want of me?’
“I want you to find Annis, but it can wait until tomorrow.”

“Y ou don’'t know where sheis?” Zanja had thought of Annisin passing, but had been willing enough not
to think of her too long. Her name had not been on the list of dead or injured, so she assumed there was
no reason for concern.

“No one knowswhere sheis. Her family, though, is one of the three that has disappeared. Her homeis
burned, they tell me. When she came in from her experiments, shewould have heard dl this. | am abit
concerned about what she might do.”

Zanjagot to her feet—dtiffly enough, but apparently with enough grace to win her aglance of unabashed
envy from Emil. Thisgruding journey had dl but crippled him. “ There are others who know her haunts
better than 1.”

“None of them are fire bloods who have been her lover.”
She muttered, “ Nothing escapes you, doesit?’

“By theland, | wish that weretrue!” He put ahand upon her shoulder. “Listen: you need aplaceto
shelter out the winter. To partner with the daughter of an established farm family can only beto your
benefit. But if it turns out you have to bring her to me at the end of arope, do you think you could?’

“I’d rather not.”
“If you had to?’
Shesad rductantly, “ Yes.”

“Good.” Emil added, rather bitterly, “But do hold onto what shreds of decency you can.”



The next day, Zanjamade her way to Annis sfamily farm. There, the black, burned-out walls of seven
buildings gaped like the jaws of corpses. All around them spread lush fields of knee-high grain and
white-blossomed potato plants. Zanja stood at the edge of an orchard, where adin of insects made the
voices of the man and woman walking through the field seem very far away. Zanja had been watching
them for sometime. They had walked from building to building, looking in & the tangles of charred wood
contained by each stone shell. Once, they ventured inside, but came out again quickly, coughing and
wiping away tears. Now they walked meditatively through the fields, pausing sometimesto discuss
something vehemently, with sweeping gestures that seemed to include the entire landscape.

Asthey drew close to the orchard, they spotted Zanja and stopped short in confusion. She stepped
briskly out into the field, taking care to avoid trampling the seedlings, but stopped at a distance so they
would not be too frightened of her, and bowed. “1 am Zanja Paadin of South Hill Company, afriend of
Annis's. You are her kinfolk, yes?’

Thetwo of them clutched each other in dismay, but the woman said cautioudy, “Everyonein South Hill is
her kin.”

They looked enough like Annisthat it seemed certain al three of them had a parent in common, but then
the South Hillers seemed peculiarly indifferent to ties of blood; what united them into familieswastheland
aone. Now that Annis sfamily was gone, the land they had farmed was an orphan, an event asrarein
South Hill asthe orphaning of achild. Thisevent presented the entire community with a problem: Who
was now obligated or entitled to tend the crops? This must have been the problem this brother and sister
had been pondering.

The man said, “ South Hill Company should have no interests here. Where were you when the farm was

burning?’
“We were chasing the enemy and burying the dead,” Zanjasaid.

“I hear you were off on ahare-chase, tearing down Darton Bridge for no good reason when you should
have been here”

Thewoman jerked hisarm roughly, and hefdl into sullen silence.
Zanjasad, “Please, if you see Annis, would you tell her that I’ m looking for her? I’ m worried about her.”

Both the farmers seemed Startled at the suggestion that someone might actudly care for their eccentric
sder.

“I'd liketo look at the buildings. Would you mind?’

The siblings did not respond. Zanjawalked over to the remains of the commonhouse. Portions of the
walls remained stlanding, though the roof had collapsed in a crazy tangle of charred timbersthat filled the
interior. Cradles had hung from those rafters. Now the acrid stink of destruction seared Zanja slungs,
and suddenly she couldn’t bresthe.

and pain ballooned in her skull as she stumbled through the fierce heat of the flames where people
were trapped and screaming and she followed the rhythmic signal of a newborn’s cry: the

na’ Tarwein infant she had last seen in a basket beside her deeping mother. And the blazing fire
swamin her vision, now close and now far, hot enough that it seemed her flesh must cook upon
her bones, and she stumbled through smoke, walking on embers, following the sound



“Madam!”

and the infant’ s voice fell silent and as Zanja stumbled up to the na’ Tarwein clanhouse the roof
collapsed and the roar and pressure of flames drove her away, wheezing and reeling in a daze of
pain and horror

“Madam Pdadin!”

The farmer spoke with sharp impatience, but when Zanjaturned her face, she stepped hastily
backwards. Zanja put ahand to her face and found it wet, not with blood from her head wound or a
dead Sainnite, but with tears. “ Some of them burned dive,” shesaid.

The woman took another startled step backwards. “ But we have not found any bodies.”

“In my own family.” Zanjarubbed the side of her head, where the rough terrain of a scar crossed her
scalp. Until this moment, she had forgotten that, bleeding, dazed, scarcely even conscious, she had
walked through the burning village hoping and failing to save just onelife from the disaster, asingle child.

“Your family?” Thefarmer said. “Areyou from Rees?”’

“I’'m from the northern borderlands. We have Sainnites there, too.” Zanjadried her face with a corner of
her headcloth. “What are you and your brother going to do?’

“Well, asfor me, | can’t endure to see this good crop go to waste. But my brother wantsto cry for
judtice at the gates of the garrison.”

“Jugtice? Does he think this crime was done by acivilized people?’

The brother said angrily, “ The Paadins are much too busy to occupy themsdaves with something so trivia
asjudtice. So thereisno law left in South Hill, except the law of the Sainnites.”

“Law?You areat warl”

Zanja parted from the farmers with cold civility, and traveled through the woods towards the powder
cave. Her anger at the man’ s stupidity burned itself out, and ashes remained: afire-gutted village, a
corpse-scattered, charred cornfield, the coarse laughter of the Sainnite butchers halfway acrossthe
valey. Zanja, weaving through the migts, faling over the bodies of her friends, seeking Ransd among the
dead, so that she could lie down beside him, and cut loose her soul from its bindings.

The Ashawda i dso had never redized they were at war.

Chapter Fourteen

At least one keg of gunpowder was missing from the powder cave. Zanjawaited there until a summer
downpour had lightened to amist, then shetraveled east in dead of night and dipped into theriver valey
under cover of darkness. Shelay in acopse until dawn. Every time she closed her eyes, pain blossomed
in her healed skull, her heart began to pound, and she saw flames.



With her weapons and gear tied in abundle on her shoulder, Zanjajoined agroup of farmers headed for
Wilton Market. They tolerated her presence as a herd of horsestolerates adonkey in their midst.

In Wilton, Sainnite soldierslounged in the sun like lizards on rocks. Zanja conceded her dien face behind
the bundle on her shoulder. Thetide carried her into and out of acrush of market stalls, where baskets of
beans in adozen different colors, and round, flat, and finger-shaped potatoes crowded up against caged
chickens, squalling babies, vendors of steamed dumplings and roast nuts and honey candy, and the
occasona sdler of fine goods: slken scarves and ribbons, handmade lace, slver jewery. A couple of
Sainnite officers rode down the crowded street on their jumpy war horses, and Zanjafound hersdlf
crushed up againgt one of theserickety stals, dong with aman carrying a basket of mewing kittensand a
woman with asack of potatoes. Unable to move, close enough to the stall’ s baubles that she could have
golen onein her mouth if she had wanted, she had no choice but to examine them closdy, while the sl
man shored up the fragile structure by bracing it with his own body. The Sainnites passed and the
pressure eased, but before Zanja moved on she bought one of the baubles, asmple pendant like a
miniature plumb bob made of deep green stone. What would Emil think of how she was spending the
money he d given her? The thought sank like arock into still water. She moved on until she saw asign
depicting aflamerisng out of stone.

Transformation, of course, isthe business of chemists, but the flame-and-stone dso was atraditiona call
to revolution. Neverthel ess, no one except her stood in the street outside the chemist’ s shop, mesmerized
by the audacity of the weather-worn sign. Someone bumped into her and snapped at her for blocking the
way. She stepped into the dim shop, and bowed briefly to the chemist, the shop’ s only occupant, who
used apestleto grind amess of odd ingredientsinto afine powder. A thin, vigorous woman with her gray
hair braided and tied with ared ribbon, the chemist nodded but didn’t leave off her work until the
grinding was completed. Then she came over to the counter, wiping her hands upon her gpron.

“Yes” shesad, “do you have areceipt for metofill?’

“There€ snothing wrong with me.”

“Good, then. | hate to see healthy people dose themselves. So you need a potion for someone else?’
“For afriend. She needs something to cam her heart. She' swild with grief, and it' smaking her ill.”
The chemigt tutted absently. “Lost achild?’

“Her whole family isgone. The Sainnites burned her farm. Haven't you heard about it? Her nameis
Annis”

The chemist seemed to hesitate just amoment, then she shrugged. “ That' s country news,” she said
dismissively. “So, she’s maddened by grief and you want to ... what? Make her sane again? Make her
family come back? What?’

“I want to give her some peace S0 she can think,” Zanjasaid. “I'm afraid she' |l do something foolish. Is
there some drug that will make her talk to me?’

The chemigt wrote afew glyphsin chak on apiece of date. “I’ll haveit done tonight. Where should |
send it?’

Zanjanamed an inn she had noticed just afew streets over. The chemigt jotted down the inn’ s glyphs on
her date. Perhaps she had studied in a Lilterwess school, and might even have been ahealer once. A lot
of the old hedlers were chemists now, according to J han, and practiced their art on the dy.



“And your name?’ said the chemist.

Zanjatook the date from her and drew upon it the Snake glyph, for betrayal, and crossed it out, then
wrote out her name, and gave the date back to the chemist, who accepted it without aword.

She used what remained of her funds to bespeak a private room at the inn. The room overlooked the
street, which became only more crowded after sunset. Perhapsit was aholiday, or perhaps the giddy
laughter and music on the street below was a symptom of something else: ardentlesstide, asurge of rage
threatening to break through. Zanja sat in the window and felt her own tide surging. She drank weter; the
people below drank de.

Therewas atap on the door. “ Chemist’ sddivery.”

Zanjaopened the door and let Annisin. “It'sgood to see you. Have you eaten? | can have supper sent
up for you.”

“I ate.” Annis seemed perplexed and even peeved that Zanja had not been more surprised to see her.
She paced the room agitatedly. “How did you find me?Y ou can just tel Emil to leave me done.”

Zanjasat in the window again, leaving Annis an unimpeded route to the door, if she decided to take
flight. She had no intention of bringing her back to Emil againgt her will. When she had decided thisshe
could not remember. “1 found you by luck and good sense, and Emil has no ideawhereyou are. Tell me
what you're up to,” she said.

“It' snone of your business.”

“Then why did you come hereto see me? Y ou didn’'t haveto.”
Annisglared a her. “Why did you come here?’

“I thought you might want some help.”

Annis stopped dead in the middle of the room.

Zanjasaid, “Y ou searched for your family’ sbodies, didn't you? Like did.”

“They'redive, asfar as| know. | suppose the Sainnitesfigured I'd come begging for their lives, offer
myself intheir place, tell everything | know about South Hill Company.” Annis spet inthe generd
direction of the garrison. “Bunch of idiots.”

“On the other hand, you can hardly hope to rescue them.”

“I don’t even know where they are.” For amoment, she looked exhausted. “But even if | could rescue
them, my home would still be gone. | have nowhere to go, nowhereto rest.”

She began pacing the room. “The Sainnites build with wood, did you know that? Even though everyone
knows how dangerousit isto build with wood in acity. Stoneistoo cold and damp for them.”

“My people built with wood also,” Zanjasaid. “ And the Sammies burned the entire village to the
ground.” They looked at each other. “Tomorrow isthe dark moon,” Zanjaadded. “And it’ s about time
the Sainniteslost avillage of their own.”



Annis suddenly camed, and sat on the bed. “Emil won't have his people acting on their own. He might
put us out of the company.”

Zanjalooked bleakly down upon the crowded street of a community that would never be hers. “Heand |
arefighting different wars”

Annis rubbed her hands together glegfully. “Y ouwon't believe what I’ ve got to show you. It's made of
paper, like akite, but it flieslike an arrow. It’sgot afuse up the middle and in the very tip acargo that
explodes.”

Zanjasad, “ That soundsrather sartling.”

“Startling? It'll scare the Sainnites haf to death. Come on, we' ve got some work to do, and then we'll
have some fun.”

Zanjastood up. Theroom moved around her. Her head filled with an gppalling pain. Ransel came out of
the mist, and put hisarmsaround her. “1 knew you would survive,” he said. “Now we shdl have
vengeance.”

Any wall can be breached, but Zanja had never imagined that it would be so easy to bresk into the
Sainnite garrison. They did it with aspindly ladder that they had cobbled together in the basement of the
chemist’ sshop. It was adark night; even sarlight was veiled by thin clouds. No one noticed them
carrying their ladder through the streets of Wilton. No one cried awarning asthey climbed the ladder to
the top of thewall, dragged it up, and dropped it to the other side so they could climb down. The wall
was nice and wide; it made it easier to maneuver their awkward burdens.

Even as Zanjaworked with Annisin the secret factory in the chemist’ s basement, she had not redlly
expected that they’ d get thisfar. Surely the Sainnite seer would anticipate that they would arrive, reeking
of gunpowder and other less common concoctions, bearing their bagsfull of brightly colored lethd gifts:
packages of fused gunpowder, odd constructions of sticks and paper that Annis swore would fly. But it
seemed the Sainnites were not expecting them. Perhaps even a seer could not predict something so
unpredictable asthis night.

She and Annistucked their ladder into a shadow. The only light came from the smoldering cordsthey
carried at their waists, which Annis called dow lucifers. Thelucifers glowed very faintly, like codsin
ashes. A pair of Sainnites scuffed past dong thewall, talking amiably in alow murmur. One of them
caried alantern, butitslight didn’t travel far. Zanjaand Annishid thefaint light of the lucifers behind their
cupped hands.

They had entered an ornamenta garden that was rank with the perfume of night-blooming vines. White
moon flowers glowed in the shadows, and ddlicately formed trees drooped across the walkways like lace
curtains. They crossed the garden cautioudy. 1ts wooden fence was merely ornamental. They climbed it
eadly and followed a cobbled walkway between buildings, out into the main yard. Here sprawled the
stables and the carriage houses on one side and the barracks on the other, with the headquarters
between, facing the gate. The architecture was strange. The rooflines were curved, parts of the buildings
jumped forward like arms or wings, and beads of wood dripped from the eaves.

Most of the barracks windows were propped open to let in the night breeze. Annis showed her teeth
again, and gestured slently toward the stable. Briefly, her hand waswarm in Zanja' s, and then they
Separated. Zanja set out to find away to the stables. Since dl the passageways radiated out from this



courtyard, it took some timefor her to negotiate the maze. Findly, huddled against the stable wall, she
noticed for the first time that there was a guard at the stable door. However, many of the stall windows
were propped open. They were too small to climb through, but when Zanjalooked in she could see that
the stal walswere only shoulder high, which suited her purposes.

She went as close to the edge of the courtyard as she dared, and signaled with the smoldering tip of her
lucifer. She could not see Annis at dl in the shadows, but in amoment her lucifer gppeared aswell,
drawing the shape of aflamein the darkness. The flame: transformation, revolution. The collgpsing poles
of the clanhouses, the burned out shell of the farmhouses. Firefor fire.

Zanja started unpacking her bag of flying explosives, and balanced one on the ledge of each open gl
window. She held thetip of the lucifer to each fuse and blew on it to make the smoldering red tip flame
and catch the fuse. It was rhythmic, meditative work, easy to do even in the darkness. The horses grew
restive as she worked her way around the stable. She used some rockets with medium length fuses, and
had switched to short fuses when she heard the harsh hiss of thefirst rocket. Then shesaw itfly ina
hissing spray of sparks across the inside of the stable, the horses braying with terror at itsfiery passage,
and then the rocket exploded with abang and a blinding flash of light. The horses screamed. Shod hedls
crashed againgt the wooden walls. Zanjalit the last fuse and started running, though the crazy woman in
her head wanted to stay and watch the rockets soar, trailing fire and aglowing white smoke, carrying
their explosive cargo to the many thingsthat are dl too ready to burn in astable: hay, for instance. There
would be plenty of hay.

She could hear explosions now from the barracks as well, and shrill shouts. Overhead, a balcony door
banged open, and awoman rushed out, cursing as she pulled on her shirt. Zanja paused directly beneath
her to light one of her packages and tossit through astreet-level window into the uphol stered cushion of
achair. The package was alightweight thing, made of little more than paper and gunpowder, with alittle
bottle of liquid fire at its center, but the sharp report of its explosion echoed down the narrow
passageway, and it was followed by ablinding white flame. The night stank of gunpowder, and wasfilled
with shouts and the banging of doors.

Zanjahid in the shadows of aside door until it looked asif dl the building’ s occupants had rushed out to
fight thefire, then shewent in, pistolsin hand. The building was dark and quiet, the stairs easy to find. But
as she garted up them, aman suddenly came rushing down, and fell into her when she shot him. She
managed to catch hersdf on the handrail and the soldier fdll dl theway down the sairs.

Zanjastopped in his bedroom, where the bedding was thrown to the floor. She pried aboard from the
bed, tucked it under her arm, and went out onto the balcony. The drooping roofline was an easy climb
from the balcony rail, but after she had put al her burdens onto the roof she went back to set off an
explosion in the middle of the straw mattress. The floors were covered with straw mats, aswell. No
wonder dmost every room had afire bucket filled with water by the door.

The rooflines, which protected the passageway's between buildings against wesather, seemed dmost
designed to alow afugitive to escape across the rooftops. Only occasiondly did Zanjahave to use her
board to crossthe gap; usudly it was amere step. She paused at nearly every building to climbin
through awindow and set off fire bombsin the beds, now that every soul in the garrison seemed to be
out on the Strests.

From the rooftops she could see the barracks on one side and the stable on the other, fully engulfed in
flame. No bucket brigade or even awater engine could have put out those fires; the Sainniteswould be
devoting their energiesto keeping the fire from spreading. As Zanja stood watching, she saw the glowing
passage of arocket shoot across the rooftops. She set one off hersdlf, in reply. It skittered up the dope
of theroof and shot into the air, whereit exploded in ashower of fire. Almost immediately, Annisreplied



with another, likeastar with wings. “Beautiful!” Zanjacried out loud.

The next time she paused in her agrid journey, she noticed that her backtrail was marked by flames.
Some scattered buildings far from her trail dso were burning, perhaps set on fire by the burning gobbets
that dripped from the rocket. Zanja set off a couple more rockets, but then stopped, fearful that they'd
give away her location. Annis set one off aswell; she was only a couple of buildings avay now.

Zanjaclimbed off the roof to another balcony, which overlooked the garden. The garden below lay
serendly empty; no one patrolled the wals. She could hardly believe her fortune, but clearly thefirst
concern of the Sainnites wasto fight the fires. Grinning, she stepped through the bal cony door, into the
room beyond.

“Stop right there,” aman’svoice said quietly. “I've got a pistol pointing right at you.”
Zanjastopped. Her thoughts were strangely quiet; her heart scarcely even jumped in her throat.

The man was a pale form on the other side of the room. He was breathless with fear or
exertion—exertion, she decided, for hisvoice seemed cam. “I redlly don’t want to shoot you,” he said.
Strangely, he spoke fluent, unaccented Shaftaese.

“Thendon't,” Zanjasad.
“Just promise not to set my house onfire,” he said.
Zanjawas poised to duck his bullet and legp out the window. This, though, she had not anticipated.

“I have books,” he said. “ An ancient, priceless collection. Shaftali books. Irreplaceable books. No
civilized person would choose to see them burn.”

Zanjasad supidly, “But the house next door isdready burning.”
“I just need time to get the rest of the books out into the garden, where they’ |l be safe.”
“My war is not against books.”

“Wadl then, I am not your enemy.” She heard the sound of him setting down his pistol onto atabletop.
“There salamp just to your right,” the man said. As she groped in the darkness and lit the lamp with her
lucifer, he said, “I’ ve been watching your progressfor awhile. Y ou are having quite afrolic. | hoped |
might get a chance to meet you.”

The flame reved ed aman, remarkably young, dressed in a nightgown. Spectacles glinted in the light.
Without the uniform, he looked no more like a Sainnite than she did. “I’m Medric,” hesaid. “1 don't
know your name, but | know that you are trapped in the past. Would you liketo sit down?” Hesatina
chair. The lamp illuminated walls lined with nearly empty bookshelves, and asmdl chest stood haf full on
the floor. Even with the fire coming a him, Medric had not packed his books doppily, but had
methodicaly fit them into the chest asthough he were solving apuzzle.

Zanjasad, “Y ou wanted to meet me?’

“In my dream you were an owl with feathers of fire. Y ou flew back and forth over the rooftops, dripping
flames onto the houses. They caught like tinder behind you. Are you truly a seeker after wisdom?’

The garrison was burning in the glass of his spectacles. He had known it would burn, and had not warned
his people. The Sainnite seer now sat with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped. He did not



move as Zanjadrew apistol. “ The past makes uswhat we are,” he said, “but the present makes us what
wewill be. If you shoot me, | will have akind of peace that part of me wishesto embrace, and you will
gpend what remains of your life—and it will not belong, I'm afraid—refusing to read the glyphs of
possibility. If you do not shoot me, however, anything can happen.”

Zanjasat downinachair. Shedid not holster her pistol; neither did she point it at him. “Y ou let me burn
down the garrison.”

“It wasthe only way | could get you here. | need to ask your advice.”

“Advice?’ Zanjalay back in the chair and laughed like a madwoman, and could hardly make hersalf
stop. When she had gotten herself under control, she wiped her face with her hands, and found them wet
with tears. “Well, why shouldn’'t alunatic give advice to a seer?’

“My vision has been too smdl,” hesaid. “And now I think | have begunto see at last, | see most clearly
my own corruption. How can | redeem mysdlf?’

“Redeem yoursdlf? In whose eyes?’

He gazed a her, hisfaceflickering with flame. “In the eyes of my mother’ s people. In the eyes of
Shaftd.”

“Y our mother is Shaftai?’

“My mother was Shaftali, and my father was Sainnite. Somehow | must come to peace with mysdlf, and
how can | do that so long asthisland isat war?’

A breeze came through the open windows and the air was thick with smoke. Still, Zanjasat
contemplating aglyph she could not read. Was this danger? Or was it opportunity?

It was danger for certain if she delayed much longer, and this young man’s books would be nothing but
ashesif hedidn’'t get back to work. “I can’t answer your questions,” she said.

“Not right now, perhaps.” He stood up. Hislong, fair hair was caught back with ablue ribbon. He
pushed his spectacles up to the bridge of hisnose. “ There sagrove of treesjust north of the city. I'll be
waiting for you therein, oh, five days, at high noon. If you decide to send an assassin instead, I’ [l know.
Stll, I'll bethere, and | won't hold it against you. Y ou must make your decisonsjust as| must make
mine”

“Y ou know perfectly well that | won't send an assassin.”
“Infive days you might cometo your senses.”

Zanja had gotten dazedly to her feet and picked up the satchel of explosives. Anniswaswaiting in the
garden, and surely would not wait much longer. When the seer held out his hand she clasped it and then
wondered why she hadn’t even hesitated. “Won't you tell me your name?’ he said.

“Zanja”
He smiled again, lesstentatively thistime. “Zanja, | dreamed that we were friends.”
“That would be some other world you dreamed of.”

“Yes. But you are the one who travel s between the worlds, are you not?’



He was not much taller than she, and when she found hersalf caught within his gaze, it meant neither
capture nor dominance, but a stare between befuddied equals. At last Zanja spoke, and not exactly to
him: “The gods have quite asense of humor.” So sheleft him, and went down the stairs and out into the
garden, where the air was choked with ashes and the brays of terrified horses and the raw shouts of
voices scoured by smoke. But now she could not remember exactly what she was doing here, or even
who she was or why she had wanted to burn down the garrison. She had crossed a border. And now
shewaslost.

She found Annis pacing the garden. She was exated with fire, and once she began talking could not stop
until Zanjashook her sharply by the shoulder. They climbed thewall, and thistime |ft the ladder rather
than carry it home, but they had to make their way without being noticed through aroused city. The

bal conies were crowded with onlookers fascinated with watching the fires or fretful with the possibility
that the fires might spread beyond the garrison. They passed below, unmarked, and avoided al contact
with anyone, lest the smell of smoke and gunpowder that suffused their clothing betray them. By dawn,
they werefar outside the city, having buried the remains of their explosives, and having bathed with soap
and washed their clothing aswell. At sunrise they stood on a hilltop on the north end of theriver vdley. A
pall of smokelay over Wilton, and Sainnite soldiers moved like locusts across the lush farmland of the
river valey.

“Emil will kill usfor thisnight'swork,” Annissaid placidly. “But not until he hearshow wedid it, so he
can get the word to other companies. And actually, since I’ m the only one who knows how to make
those rockets, | guesshe' |l haveto let melive. Y ou're the one who' sgoing to bein trouble.”

“Yes, | amintrouble”

They had neither food nor drink, except for water dipped out of astream and a couple of handfuls of
watercress. Anniswas till eating her watercress one leaf a atime, and wrinkling her nose at the peppery
taste. Zanja could not remember tasting hers.

“I haveanidea” Annissaid suddenly. “Well lie”

Zanjaput her head in her hands. “ Of course.” Annis never even noticed that she was laughing bitterly to
hersdf. “Why not?’ shesaid. “What have | got to lose?’

It took more than aday for them to find South Hill Company, encamped at the Fens Overlook, arise of
land on the northern tip of theriver plain, that was protected from armed incursion by amarsh on one
sde and a particularly tangled woodland on the other. The company wastoo far from Wilton to have
seen the rockets explode, but not too far to see the smoke that till lay in ahaze acrosstheriver valley.
Emil, having aready received areport from his spiesin Wilton of the garrison fire and the wonderful
explosionsthat preceded it, wasin aquiet fury. His spies had told him it was wizardry, but Emil had not
doubted that it was Annis. He did not question Zanja s explanation that she had been seeking Annisin
Wilton when the explosions at the garrison brought her to the garrison wall, when she had intercepted
Annis during her escape.

Normdly, Emil was not oneto vent hisanger in public, but he berated Annis before the entire company,
adisgrace she endured with rare dignity, perhaps because she could not help but recognize that it was
not contempt that made the rest of the company stare at her so, but awe. When Emil had finished
chastising her for taking mattersinto her own hands, the company members welcomed her with
suppressed glee. Emil turned his back on thelot of them and stalked away.

Zanjacould not deep, though she was 0 tired her thoughts kept blanking out, like candles snuffedina
gde. Shewandered restlesdy until she found herself at the very edge of the fen, which bubbled and stank



in the afternoon heat, while aflock of geese uttered shouts of outrage at an outsider that had intruded on
their peaceful foraging.

Zanjaspread her glyph cards out and stared at them. The Woman in the Doorway: unmade decisons or
ambivaence or even lack of courage left her standing there upon the doorsill. Paired with the Raven, it
was Karis. Paired with the Owl, it was Zanja. The Man on the Mountain: solitude, contemplation,
far-seeing. By itsdlf, it was Emil, Zanja s commander and friend. Joined with the Box and the Flame, it
was Medric: dreamer, destroyer, bespectacled book-hauling boy with ablue ribbonin hishair. Zanja
redized vaguely that she had aheadache. The cards swam before her vision asif they were swirlingina
whirlpool. She could not see the pattern; pieces of it were missing. She shuffled frantically through the
deck, tossing down cards at random: Sorrow, the Book, the Sword, the Guardian, the Cave, the Lover,
and at last the Madwoman.

Sheturned to find Ransdl Sitting on his heels beside her. His goat’ swool tunic was ragged and

bloodstai ned; the woven pattern that marked him as a na Tarwein was obscured by dirt. Upon his back
he carried three different bows, and a half dozen quivers of arrows. Just as he had been when he died, he
was thin from hard travel, hollow-eyed with hunger, anger, and sorrow.

He gestured a hand toward the mess of cards. “What doesit mean?’

“A Sainnite has asked meto be hisfriend. Now nothing makes sense.”

Agtonished, Ransdl leaned towards her. “Why are you listening to the words of a Sainnite?’
“Because he reminds me of you, my brother.”

“Am | to beglad of this? Shdl | say, ‘ Oh praise the gods—my sister will betray our people for memory
of me?

“How can | betray a peoplewho are all dead?’

“Wewatch you,” he said. “In the Land of the Dead, we wait for vengeance. When we saw you take the
hand of the enemy, we cried out in dismay.”

“Youaredead,” shesaid softly. “To you it must ssem smple”

“Do you remember how our people were betrayed? It was a Sainnite, who came into our territory. Tain
na Tarwein caled the enemy hisfriend, and revedled to him dl our secrets. Will you not learn from our
clan brother’ s mistakes?’

Zanjacould think of no reply. She looked away from him, and when she turned back, Ransel had
disappeared. In his place sat Sdos a, with amouse clasped in her claw. “ The madwoman in the middle,”
said Saos a, “does she think she can hold all these powersin acircle around her? Does she not know
that each one pulling her in a separate direction will tear her gpart?’

“The madwoman in the middle istoo bewildered to think,” said Zanja. “No matter what she chooses,
something is betrayed.”

“Then choose to cross the boundary. That way, you will not betray yoursdlf.”

Saos aspread her gray wings and the cards lifted up and swirled in the air, and Zanjaredized that she
had not understood the pattern before because it had been static. She had not realized that it was only
through movement, through an endless dlignment and realignment, a pattern that was never stable but
aways changing, that the glyph pattern had meaning. Only by seeing it in motion could it be understood.



When Zanjatruly woke up, the sun wasjust setting, the cardslay in the dirt, and whatever she had
understood about their pattern in the course of her vision had been lost as she crossed the border from
vision to wakefulness. Once again, she understood nothing.

Chapter Fifteen

That same afternoon, while Zanjawas deegping beside her scattered cards, the volunteers began to arrive.
They came because the burning of the garrison had excited their imaginations. young, vigorous men and
women whose labor would be sorely missed on their home farms. Some had been sent by their families,
but most had smply come of their own desire, convinced that thiswas the beginning of the end, and the
Sainnites would soon be entirdly evicted from South Hill.

Emil, preoccupied with the hasty decisions that had to be made, noticed Zanja only in the way he noticed
al the members of his company, asa presence or an absence, as one preoccupied with accomplishing a
worthy task, or as one currently available for such atask. Zanjalooked haggard, and he remembered to
ask Jerrell to check on her. Linde had suggested that Zanja be given the task of teaching bladework to
the hotheaded young farmers, few of whom actualy owned any fighting wegpons. The farmers under her
tutelage were much cowed, he reported later, and some complained bitterly after two days of drills, that
farming was easier work than what they were being subjected to. A few of them went back to their
farms, and the rest of them were learning how to fight: nothing fancy, Linde added, but the kind of things
that might enable them to survive afight long enough to get out of it.

Two more days passed, and Emil began to fed like a shipping merchant. Wagonloads of arms and other
supplies had mysterioudy begun to arrive, more than the company could use or store. He made plansto
again divide the company into units, each with a separate supply line. He dept little, and had to devise
chartsin order to keep track of things.

Meanwhile, couriers reported that the Sainnites seemed gripped by an odd aimlessness, and that the
people of Wilton had gotten together acommittee to protest some of the punishments that had been
vigted onthemin retdiation for Fire Night. Buried in awelter of detail, Emil began to fed harried. At the
sametime, he found he had become too tired and preoccupied to think much about strategy.

When he saw Zanjaagain, she was walking through the camp with three or four of the new company
memberstrailing behind her admiringly. Annis, who seemed to be thriving on the atention showered on
her since Fire Night, was talking excitedly as she walked beside her, making broad, sweeping gestures as
if shewere about to fly likeabird. By contrast, Zanja seemed gtill asacat, remote, dmost uninterested.
She dill looked haggard.

Emil jammed his papers heedlessly into hislap desk and set out after her. Her trail of followers dropped
away when they saw him coming, and then Annis abruptly ended the conversation and ducked away. He
could hardly blame her for deciding to avoid him. Zanjaturned to him, and for amoment there was
something disturbing in her face, something too vague and flegting to name. Her foreign mannerstook
over and she bowed Hiffly. “Commander.”



“Don’t do that. Soon the whole camp will be bowing and siring me and | won't be able to endureit.
Come and have some teawith me.”

Shefollowed him slently to thefire, and sllently watched as he fussed over the tegpot, and silently sipped
from the delicate cup baanced between her fingers, and silently accepted more tea. The camp turned
around them like awhed ralling down aroad, but here at the camp’s center al was till. Emil waited for
her to tell him what was wrong; she had retreated beyond his reading.

She spoke at last, when he had served her athird cup of tea. “Soon it will be midsummer.”

He nodded. “We have accomplished little this season, and lost much.” He considered again what she had
said. “And soon ayear will have passed since your tribe was destroyed.”

Emil followed the direction of her gaze. She was Saring into the few flames that flickered red in the hot
ashes of the cookfire.

He was tempted suddenly to douse them. Much had burned lately in South Hill: farmsteads, the garrison,
and too many funera pyres. When Emil thought about it too long he too would despair, as though he saw
the whole of South Hill and even dl of Shaftal in ashes.

When he looked up, Zanjawas holding out the teacup. He took it from her and absently packed it away.
“Emil, with your permission I’ d like to spend the day by myself tomorrow.”

Hefdt an overwhelming envy. “Of course. For what, may | ask?’

“I’'m trapped m the past and must cross over into the future. The gods demand it of me.”

Emil rubbed hisface, feding harassed again. So quickly did his peacefray away lately. “When you know
how to get there, take me acrosswith you,” he said.

Shelooked bleskly amused, as though he had asked, like anaive child, for something no onein their right
mind would want. Shetook her leave without replying.

Zanjaarived early at the grove, and hid hersdf in the bushesto wait. Medric aso arrived early, carrying
abasket in one hand and abook under hisarm. He looked like a Sainnite today, in leather riding
breeches and a shirt of bleached linen, though he wore no cuirass and carried no wegpons that Zanja
could see. Hishair lay loose upon his shoulders and kept faling into his eyes as he sudied the book in his
lap. Before he started to read, he exchanged his spectacles for a second pair that he kept in apouch
around his neck. When Zanjaat |last decided to come out of hiding and approach him, he peered at her
over thetop of hislenses. “Zanja, isthat you?’ Considering that he was a seer, he could not see very
well.

She squatted beside him, and he gave astart when shefelt the front of his shirt, but he did not pull away
from her. His boots concealed no blade; even the basket contained only food. Zanjasaid, “How were
you going to cut the cheese without aknife?’

Medric shrugged, in the middle of exchanging spectacles again, with one pair in each hand. “ Y ou have
one, don’t you? The Way of the Seer forbids me to eat cheese—I brought it for you.”

He put on the other spectacles and smiled suddenly, asthough she had only just arrived. “But you're no



longer afey creature bristling with marvel ous rockets. So daylight pares away the night’ sillusions, en?
Y ou decided not to kill me, | hope, during al that time you were studying me from those bushes over
there”

Zanjadrew one of her pistols and showed him that it was not |oaded.
“Then what were you watching mefor?’

“To make certain you were alone. And when it became apparent that you were, | began to wonder why
your people might alow you to go forth unescorted. Surely you are vauable to them.”

“They wouldn’t dlow meto doit, I'm sure, had | asked anyone for permission. You're older than |
thought you were.”

“My yearsfed very heavy latdy. You look like alittle boy to me.”
“I’'m amost twenty,” he said, sounding as young as helooked. “My yearsfed heavy dso.”

To bear aseer’ s burden aone could rapidly turn aboy into an old man. Certainly, though Medric’ sface
wasyoung, hiseyeswereold. “In thisworld,” he said, “thisworld inwhich it is possble for usto be
friends, perhaps you might share amea with me. When we go out of this place, what we do here need
not matter any more.”

“You are young if you still can believe that. Whether | eat with you or nat, it will change nothing. So | say
we might aswell eat.”

Besides bread and fruit, the basket aso contained cheese and butter and sweetmests. Medric tasted all
of these things, asif to show Zanjathat they were not poisoned, but then he ate only bread and fruit: the
brown bread, not the white. Where he had gotten fresh fruit so early in the season Zanja could not
imagine, and she had never seen anything quite like thisfruit. He caled them grapes, and said that they
had just arrived by wagon from the south, where summer came early. They grew on vines, and, unlike
most treefruits, could travel long distances without bruising.

“We useit to make wine, and everybody complainsthat it's not half as good as the wine from the old
country. | used to drink agreat ded of it.” Medric offered Zanjathe bottle in his hand, which contained
not wine, but spring water flavored with mint.

“But spirits are anathemato seers,” she said.

“So | learned.” Medric looked, for amoment, rather haunted. “1 seem destined to learn to survive by
nearly killing mysdlf first.” Indeed, Zanjathought, he must have come desperately close to being clamed
by the madness which dwaysisthe dark shadow of insgght, and that madness ill seemed terribly near to
him, as though he could reach out at any time and put it on like a hat.

“A seer should have amentor,” she said, as though he were ayoung man of her clan who had cometo
her for advice.

“The Sainnite community trests dementa blood like a contamination, not athing to be nurtured. When it
became clear that | might be useful to my people after dl, they found me a Shaftai tutor, and then had to
kill him within the year for spying. | rather think he encouraged me to become a drunk, and who could
blame him? But if he had helped meinstead, and if | hadn’t spent dl last summer in adrunken stupor,
perhaps | would have come to my senses before al those people in Rees had been killed. No, | had no
mentor,” he added bitterly. “Even now, al | haveisthis, and | haven't had it long.” He tapped the book,
which lay beside him upon its cloth wrapping. Zanjawas curious enough to spell out thetitle, The Way of



the Seer. The book looked as though it had been read to pieces.

Zanjaate more of the sweet grapes. For sanity’ s sake Medric had embraced asceticism, but for her it
was only deprivation, which wasto be endured like grief and solitude and tedious hard work. Right now,
there was food to be enjoyed, and she enjoyed it. For al she knew, she might have only bread and water
tomorrow.

Medric smelled strongly of smoke, and she wondered how the Sainnites were enjoying living in ashes.
“Did your people blameyou for failing to predict Fire Night?’

“Of coursethey did. What good am | to themif | can’t avert disaster?’ Hisyoung face looked asold and
tired asEmil’sdid lately. “1 fear they will never seethat they brought disaster upon themsdves.” With his
chin resting in his hands, he gazed across the lush farmlands of the vdley. “ Only recently, | redized it
mysdf. Everything | have done that my people admire me for—or at least that they don't vilify me
for—has been wrong. | am aboy, misusng my taent to prove my worth to the people who will never
accept me. To be aseer, theway | haveto follow isadifficult one: difficult and terrible.”

He hesitated, with his head bowed over hishands. “1 have dreamed of you, Zanja, and of the Man on the
Hill, your commander, many times. Y ou have akinship with him, akinship | first recognized as a danger,
for together you condtitute aformidable enemy. Together, you do much with little. Alone, | do littlewith
much. So my admiration, | confess, isfraught with envy. | am asking you to give me an entranceto his
trust. Heistheway by which | might leave my father’ s people and serve my mother’ singtead. Y ou are
theway by which | might reach him.”

Zanjasad, along timelater, “First you must find an entrance to my trust.”

“Yes,” hesaid. The single word seemed heavy, an acknowledgment, an acceptance, the marking of an
irrevocable step aready taken. But then, strangely, he began to tell her astory.

“When my father’ s people, whom you call Sainnites, first arrived on the shores of Shafta over thirty
years ago, they were the vanguard of an influx of refugees. My father was my age then, and from
childhood | have heard him talk of the lands I eft behind, and the battles he fought there, like hisfather
before him. In Sainnaand the surrounding countries, people were born into castes, and my father’s
people were the Carolms, acaste of soldiers. They were mercenaries, redly, living in bands or armies
rather like your tribes, except that they might be hired by one warlord or another, and they would fight
againgt another band of Carolinslike themsalves. Thiswas how they had lived, for time beyond memory.
Though the old people remember those times fondly, it seems as though they were apoor and even
desperate people, especidly during times of peace when they had little choice except to turn brigand.

“Well, | don’'t redly understand the entire story, because the Carolins themselves never wholly
understood it—it was their businessto do as ordered, not to understand. Apparently, Sainnaand al its
neighboring countries went to war with each other, awar that lasted many long years, in which thousands
of Carolinsdied on both side. It ssems asthough it was the nature of thiskind of war that it was
ultimately awar of resources. How long could the warlords afford to field their armies before the
resources ran out? Asit happens, Sainnabegan to lose, and it became apparent that al the Carolins of
Sainnawould be executed without mercy. So the Carolins began casting about for aplaceto flee, and
their only choice redlly wasto set to sea. They bought, borrowed, or stole ships and over a period of
some five years many thousands made their way here to Shaftal, though thousands of othersdied and
continued to diein the last years of thewar.

“My father was among the earliest to arrive, and the people of hisband found ways to make themselves
welcomein asmal seaside community. Others, though, were met with hostility and fdll into their old



habits of thievery and brigandry, which brought the Paladins upon them. The Carolins did not know
about Shaftali winters, and agood many of them died because they entered the season unprepared.
Tradition and ignorance made it impossible for them to farm; they got no help from the people of the
coast who rapidly grew intolerant of them, and I’ m sure there were good reasons for it.

“In some places they turned to old methods of davery, which iswhy the drug the Shaftali call * smoke
first arrived here. Endaving the farmerswas afallure, for farming isfar more complex and difficult to learn
than we ever imagined it to be, and once the smoke killed the knowledgeable and experienced farmers,
we were worse off than we had been. Perhaps some ten years had passed by then, and at last the
Carolinsredized that they were not going to survive except by making war upon Shafta, and so it
happened that we became what we are today: we ourselves are warlords now, and | have to say that the
whole history of the Carolin relations with Shaftal has been characterized by akind of ignorant
incompetence brought about by our inability to break with the past. We can only do what we have
adways done, even though it is destroying Shaftal and ourselvesaong withit.”

He stopped to sip some spring water. Because he seemed to expect that Zanja would make some
comment she said, with genuine astonishment, “ Although | have fallen in with learned friends, not one of
them knows this history. And you talk about ignorance on the part of the Sainnites!”

“Wadll, hereisan example of it. The Carolinsteach their children that the Shaftali are better off because of
us—that we ve released them from servitude to the Lilterwess magicians, and that most of the Shaftali
secretly love usfor it. At the very leadt, it isargued, the Shaftali have exchanged one bondage for
another, which surely is no more onerous. They have no idea that the Shaftali were never subject to the
Lilterwess, but that al of them were subject to the law. They can’t imagine that Shaftal had no lords. It
doesn't help that the Shaftali and the Carolins speak different languages,” Medric continued. “Even my
parents could barely communicate with each other.”

Zanjarummaged in the basket, but she had eaten dl the grapes and she didn’t like the sweetmeats. She
cut hersdf another piece of cheese, thinking about how much more likely it seemed that Emil might
accept Medric, not because of everything he had told Zanja but because he clearly was, or should be, a
scholar.

The silence had lasted quite some time. She glanced at Medric, and found him staring blankly over the
top of his spectacles. Shedid not disturb him from whatever vison he was having, but in amoment he
shook himsdlf out of hisreverie and murmured in hisfather’ slanguage, “Almost | can seeit—an ordinary
winter day, writing my book by the fire—except that it' sin a Shaftdi cottage and the windows open into
vast spaces.” He sighed.

“What are you saying?’ Zanjaasked, so he would not know that she understood Sainnese.
“I'm sorry, | wastaking to mysdlf.”

“Y our mother must have had fire blood, didn’'t she? Did shefdl in love asfire bloods do, for no good
reason, and pay ahigh pricefor it?’

Medric said quietly, “Well, she always said there was a reason, agood reason that she hersalf could not
explain, but | dways had the fedling it had something to do with me. Certainly, if ever afire blood felt
hersdf driven by a sense of destiny and obligation to afuture she could not wholly envision, that person
was my mother. You'reabit like her, | think, ese why would you be here?’ He smiled histentative
amile, like aman too accustomed to receiving a hostile reception. “Y ou know the old saying, fire bloods
arethe hinges of history.”

Zanjadid not know the old saying, but she replied with odd bitterness. “Y ou will not lay your mother’s



project upon me, Medric. Y ou must open and close your own doors.”
“I know.”

After amoment, Zanja picked up his battered book and leafed through it. The book surely had been
through the war before it ever made its way to the hands of a man who could actudly read and useit.
Much of it seemed to be philosophy, but it aso contained whole chapters of practical advice on how to
live. One phrase struck Zanja: “Livefor thefuture or not at al.” She shut the book and gave it back to
Medric, who had been anxious during thewholetime she hdd it.

“All my books have come from the bottoms of soldiers foot-lockers,” Medric said. “They keep odd
things sometimes. The soldier who sold this book to me had it from a Lilterwess school that she helped
burn down.”

Zanjasaid, “ Do you happen to know why the Carolins attacked the Ashawala i? They were a peaceful
mountain people, famousfor their woolens. . .”

“Oh, I know al about it. That whole incident isinfamous, you know. But it was particularly important to
me. There was another Shaftali-bom Carolin seer, ayear or two older than I. She had adream that she
interpreted to mean that the Ashawala i were going to defeat and destroy the Carolins. Not one of the
Ashawaldi could be left dive, she said, or her prediction would come true.

Medric opened hisbook and said, asif reading fromiit, “ Such dreams should cause self-examination,
reassessment of purpose and intention. But to Simply react to dreams like puppets on strings leads to
panicked, superdtitiousinsanity. The best seer in theland sees only avery smal part of the truth.” He shut
the book. “ The Carolins don’t understand that, and neither did the other seer until perhaps she redlized,
after the Ashawaa i had been destroyed, that the insane enterprise itsalf might be the cause of the Carolin
downfdl. Welost an enormous number of soldiers on that one campaign, and you cannot imagine what
an impact such aloss had on apractically childiess people. Anyway, shekilled hersdf.”

Therewasaslence. “1 don’t know why | didn't learn from her mistakes,” he added. “Why do you want
to know about the Ashawaai?’

“They were my people,” Zanjasaid.

Shefdt the presence of the ghosts: the infants burned in their baskets, the children massacred inthearms
of their parents, the old people shielding the young, the katrim with their light weaponry broken in their
hands. Medric studied her through lenses glazed with light, and said quite softly, “ So now you are the
arrow in the bow we ourselves have strung.”

“Tel mehow | am going to destroy the Sainnites. | am very curious.”

He gazed a her steadily, long enough that she began to feel uncomfortable, and finally said, “1 don’'t
know what you are going to do. If | did know, | would not tell you. But | will tell you this, for whet it's
worth: The dementd flame ether transforms or destroys, and we fire bloods have the power to choose
which of thoseit will be. I have made my choice. When you have made yours, | will meet you here

agan.”

Hetook afolded piece of paper from where it was tucked between the pages of hisbook, and gaveit to
her. It was amap, roughly sketched, though it was easy enough to identify Wilton, and theriver, and the
fens, and the location of South Hill Company’ s encampment, which was clearly marked, along with the
locations of the pickets. It wouldn't have been too difficult for the Sainnitesto locate such alarge
encampment, but still it was ashock to seeit dl negtly laid out like this. “We re going to attack tonight,”



Medric said. “We Il come up theriver, here, and through the woods.” He traced a path with his
fingertips. “ And we |l surround you, trapping you between us and the swamp. We won't attack until near
dawn, so we' || have enough light to shoot by.”

Hetook the map and put it back in the book. “Zanja, now | ask your mercy. It's hard enough to live with
the betrayals I’ ve adready committed, the deaths I’ ve aready caused. Please don’t use this knowledge to
ambush the Carolins.”

Zanjacould think of nothing to say, no promises shefelt able to make.

Medric wrapped his precious book in linen and packed up the basket. He looked very tired. “1 have
been acting as my own enemy, finding ways to undermine my own plans. Our gaol isfull of South Hillers
who | ingst must not be harmed. | have alowed you to burn down the garrison. Now, tonight’ s attack
will surely go awry. Asyou might well imagine, my position among the Sainniteswill soon become
impossible. But | will no longer dream for them, no matter what disasters result. | must find my way with
alarger vison.”

He stood up. “I wish the same for you.”

Chapter Sixteen

During the haf day of furtive travel dong back ways and across planted fields, and findly acrossa
portion of the fenswhich entailed much wading hut at |least was passable, Zanjahad plenty of timeto
consider and reconsider her situation. Now, as sunset approached and she stopped on firm ground to
strap her boots on before starting the last climb up the dope to the overlook, she marveled at how visible
the campfireswere. As she approached the camp her wonder only increased. No picket challenged her,
and shewaked into the heart of the encampment practically unnoticed.

There was much distracted hustle and bustle, with goose being roasted on spits, the mess of occupation
being tidied up, and many excited people clustered in arm-waving conversations, for there never wasa
South Hiller who could talk without gesturing. At the smoky heart of the encampment, though, there was
adtillnesswhere Emil bowed and poured teafrom his porcelain tegpot. His three lieutenants flanked him,
their faces pink with washing, dressed in their cleanest longshirts, their heavy boots tucked up closeto
their stocky farmer’ sbodies. Annis sat among them, charmingly flushed by something being said to her by
the erect, gray-haired woman who sat beside her upon Emil’ s stool. Thiswoman was boldly dressed,
like the three other strangers who sat somewhat behind her, in Paladin’ s black. Even from adistance
Zanjacould seetheflash of three golden earringsin her |eft earlobe. The three earrings of Right, Rank,
and Regard had once been worn only by ahigh commander, agenera. Only one such person remained
divenow, indl of Shaftdl.

Zanjafdt agreat weariness, a heaviness so overwhel ming she could not continue forward, and scarcely
could continue to stand. Transfixed by this exhaugtion, she did nothing when Councilor Mabin turned her
attention to Zanja, asthough, of al the gazes that were turned on her, it was Zanja s that mattered. For a
long, strange moment they looked into each other’ s faces across the distance that separated them. Then
she spoke to Emil, who hastily set down histegpot and walked over to Zanja.

“What' sthe matter?’ he asked her.



“The Sainnites are going to attack ustonight, here at Fen Overlook.”

It s;emed ameasure of their friendship, or perhaps of Emil himself, that he did not even make her explain
further, thusmaking it possiblefor her to avoid directly lying to him.

Hesad, “Wdll, our watcherswould have noticed if acompany had |eft the city gates yet—it' s till light
enough to see. So we have some hours at least in which to decide what to do.”

“ think 0.”

“Y ou look weary to death.” Emil gripped her by the shoulder and somehow she became able to walk
with him up to the smoky fire.

The generd had never taken her gaze from them. Now sheroseto her feet. “Zanjand Tarwein?’ All the
other conversations around the firefdl abruptly slent.

“Madam Councilor,” Zanjasaid, “you may not remember, but we have met before.”
Mabin sad, “I remember you. Y ou are much changed in fifteen years.”

Zanjascarcely could fumble areply as Mabin, the legendary author of Warfare and the head of Shaftd’s
shadow government, expressed her sorrow over the massacre of the Ashawala i and welcomed her
formdly into the Paladins. It was, or should have been, atriumph for Zanjato be greeted like this by the
councilor hersdf, with dl the company watching. But her statusin South Hill no longer seemed relevant.

“Norina Truthken has written to me about you severd times,” Mabm said.
Zanjafdt quite witless. Emil said quietly, “ Sit down—maybe some teawill hep.”

Zanjasat besde Annisand held up her porringer for Emil to fill with teg, for he had distributed al six of
his teacups aready. She drank too quickly, scalding her mouth, while Emil said to everyone at thefire,

“Zanjathinks the Sainnites are going to attack Fen Overlook.” He added, for those who did not know,
“Sheisapresciant.”

Silence greeted Emil’ s announcement, and then afierce argument and discussion which Zanja could not
heed. Inthe midst of it Annis put her mouth against Zanja' s ear and whispered, “Mabin' staking me away
with her, to make rockets for the Paading!”

“That'sgood,” Zanjasaid, then redized, when Annis pulled avay sharply, that she should have said
something ese. “I’ll missyou,” she added belatedly.

Annis showed her teeth. “ Sure you will.”

Zanjatried to pay attention to the discussion that swirled around her. Willis argued that South Hill
Company should set atrap for the Sainnites, if Emil was so certain that Zanja s prescience was
dependable.

“We must not attack them!” Zanjacried. They al looked at her, but Zanjacouldn’t think of an
explanation for her reluctance to ambush the Sainnites. She put her head in her hands and wished
desperately that her skull would smply explode. “If we atack them,” she said, “it will be adisaster.”

Emil sad, “Annis, pleasefind Jerrell and tell her to bring aremedy for aheadache.”

“Arewe to spend the entire season running and hiding from afigment of theimagination?’ Willis sbig fist
hed clenched. In thetwilight, with the light of the flames moving acrossit, hisfist ssemed mongtrous. It



pounded upon hiskneein afever of frustration and Willis svoice roseto ashout. “It isacoward sway!”
Hisfist opened up, and he pointed acrossthefire, at Zanja. “ Before this—foreigner—came to South Hill,
we were not cowards! Here we have a perfect opportunity—she says—to do the Sainnites some
damage. But no, we dare not—because she says no. Prescience is nothing but an impulse—an
inginct—and maybeit’ stheingtinct of awarrior who haslost her nervel”

Emil’ s hand pressed down heavily upon Zanja s shoulder. She had not even noticed him coming around
to her side, but the hand on her shoulder shored up her disintegrating discipline. Emil said,

“Willis, snceyou hold fire talent in such contempt, perhaps you might be happier in acompany that does
not have a presciant asits commander.”

Willis sat back, hisface flushed. “I'm just sSick and tired of missing our opportunities. Now that you have
new counsd you pay no heed to the old.”

Emil could seem astonishingly harmless, but he did not ook harmless at that moment. “Y ou question my
judgment, the councilor’ s judgment, and gravely insult afellow Paadin who has repeatedly risked her life
this season, and thisis dl you haveto say?’

There was another silence, then Willis, hisface bright red, said, “I beg your pardon—sir. | meant no
insult. | was overzedous”

Emil said nothing. His hand il lay heavy upon Zanja s shoulder.

Willislooked directly at Zanjaand said, “1 hope you will pardon me aswell.” There was no mistaking the
hatred with which he said these words.

Zanjawanted desperately to challenge him to aduel and win amore sincere gpology on her own terms.
But thiswas not the AshaValley, and Williswas no katrim. She said, as siffly as he had, “ Of course |
will pardon you.”

Everyone began to talk then, as though nothing had happened. But no one el se suggested ambushing the
Sainnites. The discussion focused on the logigtics of retreat, for their fifty fightershad swelledto a
hundred, and they had precious equipment to protect.

JerrdPsinfusion did little for Zanja s headache. When Emil’ s circle dispersed to spread the word that
they were breaking camp, Zanjagot to her feet and nearly fell over.

Emil caught her and said, “What isit? Areyouill?’

Shesad, “Willisthinks you are ripe for replacement and isjust biding histime, waiting for you to prove
yourself incompetent. But my precipitousrise in your esteem has made him think that | am a pretender to
aposition that he congdersrightfully his.”

“Yes, yes,” Emil said patiently, and felt her forehead.

“Y ou trust me because I’m so much like you. Even afool like Willis can seeit.”

“No, | trust you because | know you' re trustworthy. What is the matter with you?”

“Last summer, aSainnite war horse kicked me in the head. | waslike thisfor months afterward.”

“Sit down. I'll have someone get your gear. | want you to stay with me tonight.”



By full dark, South Hill Company had dispersed, with athird of the Paladins under the command of each
lieutenant, hauling gear and supplies to new encampments on the various overlooks. Zanjatraveled inthe
smallest group, which consisted of Emil, the distinguished guests, and afew fleet-footed couriers. They
traveled m awide circle, north through woods so thick that the dignitaries had to lead their horses, west
through farmlands, then south upon the dark road, back to the end of the lowlands, just to the southwest
of Fen Overlook.

Mabin had ing sted on accompanying Emil, though Emil was concerned that the Sainnite seer might detect
her presence and send the soldiers out hunting her. The two of them sat awake while the rest of their
smal company dept, though Zanjawas only pretending. Without witnesses surrounding them, the two
commanders acted less formally, and it seemed gpparent that they had along acquaintance, though they
did not act like friends. After awhile they waked away, and Zanja was able to doze upon the hard
ground. When she woke up later it was il dark, and her head seemed ready to finally split open and
spill its contents.

No doubt Emil was keeping watch upon the stone overlook, waiting to know for certain whether Zanja's
prescience had been accurate. She could go to him and tell him the whole truth: that she had lied to him,
that she had twice failed to kill the Sainnite seer, that she feared she was being tempted into treachery by
aman who understood her better than she understood hersdif.

She got up and made her way through ahaze of darkness and pain, until she could actualy seehim, a
thin, ftill slhouette againg the sars, the Man on the Hill. Her affection for him washed over her and
brought her to astanddtill. Wasn't he dready making his precarious way between the fragile and
competing loydtiesthat held South Hill Company together? Already, he had to know the minds of his
people, the minds of the enemy, and hisown mind. Surdly it would do him no good if sheimposed her
burdens upon him, in the selfish hope that somehow they would become easier for her to bear.

“Zanja,” sad alow voice. “Areyou having trouble deeping? Sit with meawhile.”

It was Mahin. Like Emil, she sat done m the darkness, waiting for the dawn. Zanjawent over to her
reluctantly. “ Councilor.”

“It'snot agood night for deeping. I’ ve been watching the torch bugs swarm. Sit down, sit down.”

Zanjasguatted nearby, wishing that she' d had the senseto stay in her blankets until sunrise. Even with
Mabin just adark shadow, still shefelt too closaly watched, asthough Mabin were afox, and shea
mouse.

“I hear thet fire bloods are often tormented by nightmares,” Mabin said.

“Yes, madam, so | hear.” Was Mabin lonely, or troubled, to beinviting atotal stranger into intimacy like
this? She added, lest she seem too rude, “But | am just tormented by my headache.” A swarm of torch
bugs swirled in anearby bush, like sparksin awind, except that the air was warm and till.

“Emil ssemsto think highly of your ahilities”
“I think highly of his”

“Sodol,” Mabin said after amoment, as though she’' d had to think about it. “Yet | confess, | am
concerned. Like that man tonight—Williswas his name?—I wonder that heiswilling to let an opportunity
go by likethis, just on your say-so. How can we even be certain of the existence of this Sainnite seer?’



“How can we not be certain of it?” Zanjasaid reasonably.

“Because it seems so unlikely! And it' s always possible that the Sainnites are just better Srategidts, or
luckier than we. And perhaps the whole point is to make South Hill Company cautious, so that at the
very moment when you must act, you will hesitate. And we must not lose control of South Hill.”

For adizzying moment, Zanjaredized how likely it wasthat Medric was using her for this very purpose
Mabin had described— that he had discovered in avision her closenessto Emil, and so had redlized that
he could subvert the entire company by subverting her. Thiswas the nightmare that caused Zanjasuch
dismay, but she could not endure to consider it directly for longer than amoment. She said, though she
was sck of explaining hersdf, “1 can never depend upon my prescience to serve mewhen | need it to.
But when it does serve me, it has never been completely wrong. And Emil’sand my talents seem to
complement each other, for when he formsthe questions | can form the answers, and he hasthe
knowledge to interpret those answers, and | in turn can sense whether or not hisinterpretation istheright
one. So we are more certain together than we would be separately: certain of each other and certain of
what we know.”

“ ‘A dedinessdisguisad in ritud humility,” Norinawrote of you.”

Irritated by thisreminder of the Truthken’ s heavy hand, Zanjasaid, “ My people believed that courtesy
comes from strength, not from weskness, and that it was no shame to be constantly reminding each other
that without thisfabric of ritual courtesy our tribe would have fdlen gpart.”

After amoment, Mabin said, “Norinaaso wrote that you are wasted in South Hill. | want to bring you
with me, to help me plan strategy for al of Shaftal.”

“Thank you, madam, but Norinaiswrong. | belong wherel am.”

Mabin's head lifted as though now she was surprised. If she had ever been turned down before, which
seemed unlikely, certainly it had never been so promptly and directly.

“Well then,” she said, withill-disguised irritation, “It isyour choice, of course. Let me ask you directly
what concerns me. What makes you think the Sainnites have a seer?’

“The glyph cardstold us”
“It wasa divination?” Mabin sounded appalled.

Zanjarose abruptly to her feet. “Madam, Emil surely is better quaified to explain our method. | know
you will excuse me, for | fed quite dizzy and must go lie down.”

But as shereturned to her blankets, Zanja heard Emil utter agrunt of surprise from atop the pile of
boulders where he kept watch. She reached him in afew strides, in time to see the fading aftermath of a
rocket’ sfaraway explosion.

“Oh,” Emil said, “it was beautiful. Did you seeit? That Annisisagenius.”
Mabin had come up behind Zanja, too late to see the fireworks. “What happened?’

Emil said, “ One of the scouts set off arocket. Not over trees, but over theriver. That explainswhy
we' ve seen no sign of the Sainnites on the road. They came up theriver.”

“By boat?"



“No, not againgt the current, surely. More likely they smply walked up theriverbank.” Emil’ steeth
showed in the darkness; he was grinning with relief. ” The Sainnites are nervous now, |’ d wager, after
seeing that rocket. What do you think they’ Il do, Zanja?*

“I don’'t know,” Zanjasaid. Shewas sick of her talent, sick of being asked questions and then being
chalenged for knowing the answers.

“Wadll, let’ s pretend they continue onward and find the camp empty. They’ll take the road home, won't
they, rather than walk home on rocks?’

“Then they’ d follow the edge of the fen and come out just below wherewe are,” she said.
“Sowe |l get agood look at them, anyway, and be able to see how they’re judging our strength.”

Perhaps just to be certain that the message had been received, or perhaps out of sheer delight, the scout
set off another rocket over theriver. “Oh,” Mabin said when it exploded, “that isasight. We could set
those off just for show. A waste of good gunpowder, though.”

The sun had fully risen when the soldiersfindly appeared. They had not fled the woodsin panic & the
prospect of an ambush, and instead they seemed to have spent the time since dawn scouring the woods.

Mabin, peering at them through a spyglass, muttered as they marched away, perhaps repesating to herself
the advicein Warfare to never make adirect attack on alarge company in broad daylight. She turned on
Zanjaaglance that wasamost aglare. “Well, your prescience seems reliable enough. So perhapsthis
business of a Sainnite seer isaso to be believed.”

Emil rescued Zanja, taking her to the fire where camp porridge cooked in several porringerstucked into
the hot ashes. Emil used his own porringer to mix up ahorrid, bitter concoction that he made Zanja drink.

“| dared not givethisto you last night,” he said, “for if it syour old injury doing thisto you, | feared you
would deep s0 deeply you would never wake up. I’ ve seen it happen.”

They were sitting by themsalves, so Zanjasaid in alow voice, “Did you hear my conversation with
Mabin?’

“Most of it. Apparently, she’sgot somekind of hornet in her hat.”
“Isit o bizarre to practice divination?’
“Not at al. Mabin probably played &t it herself when shewasagirl.”

Zanjawas beginning to fed very odd, asthough her head were separating itsalf from her shoulders. The
nearby Paadins seemed very distant, and the birdsong seemed to come from another world entirely.
“Emil,” shesaid, carefully shaping the words lest they come out strangdly, “1 think she wants me dead.
Sincel will not comewith her.”

“| think thet you' reddlirious,” Emil said gently.

“She wants me out of South Hill. | don’t know why.” The pain abruptly drained out of her and she Stared
at Emil, stunned by the suddenness of it.

“Findly!” hesid.



“Thisisavery strong potion.” Her words came out like polished jewds. “ Sometimes your knee hurtsa
great dedl, doesn't it?’

Emil pretended he hadn’t heard, or el se Zanjawas so confused she hadn’t actudly said anything out
loud, but only in her head. Emil said. “1 haveto tell you, | see nothing sinister in Mabin wanting to snatch
you away from me. | wish | had a hundred morelike you, mysef.”

“A frightening prospect,” Zanjasaid serioudy, but Emil laughed out loud.

They traveled through the forested heart of South Hill. As shewaked, Zanjaimagined the ambush they
could have planned. In her mind, they killed some twenty soldiers. Those twenty could never be
replaced. And now that she thought of it, Zanjarealized she had never seen a Sainnite child, and precious
few soldiers who were younger than Medric. Were the Sainnites, like katrim, forbidden to bear or
beget? If so, then they depended upon outsiders to bear and raise their children for them. Of course, the
whores of Laai were one example of how to make this happen, though a brothd village was hardly the
place to raise soldiers. The babies would be taken away somewhere, perhaps to a garrison operated by
disabled and retired Carolinswhose job it was to raise and train the next generation of soldiers.

If the Paladins could find and kill those children then that, surely, would destroy the fighting spirit of the
Sannites.

“Dear gods,” Zanjawhispered.

“Careful.” Emil, who had not been out of arm'’ sreach al morning, caught her, for she had nearly falen.
“Do the Paladins make war on children?’

“Of coursenot.”

“Thethoughts|’m having.”

“Here” Hemoved her aside so that othersin their party could pass. “The potion | gave you to drink sets
the thoughts askew, like afever.”

The black-garbed dignitaries, with their audacious earrings and upright attitudes pushed past them, one
by one. How smple life must be for them, Zanjathought. To never have to distinguish right from wrong,
and smply follow thelaw.

She and Emil walked behind them, side by side. Theirswas afar more complicated path.

Chapter Seventeen

Mabin and her entourage left with Annisin tow, and Zanja, despite her presentiments, remained
unmurdered. Neither pain nor disordered delirium returned to trouble her.



It soon became apparent that Mabin had mobilized al of Shafta to the defense of South Hill, and the
steady tribute of food, supplies, and hardened veterans from all across the country rapidly transformed
their rebel band into an army that Emil was hard put to organize or command. These were not soldiers,
but guerrillafighters, and Emil, though he could convince anyone to do anything, was no generd. Nor, he
complained rather wearily to Zanja, had he ever aspired to be one.

Zanjatraveled ceasdlesdy among the five units of thirty that Emil, who needed no longer be so fearful of
the Sainnites’ greater numbers, positioned on the high ground that rimmed theriver valey. Whenever the
Sainnites|eft their garrison, South Hill Company knew of it dmost immediately, because Emil's spies set
off sgna rocketsthat could be seen for miles around. Always conscious that each time she bloodied her
blade Karis knew about it, Zanjafought in the three clashes that proved the Paladins new strategic
dominance. What followed might have been caled asege, except that between the Pdadin
encampments and the Sainnite garrison lay some of the richest farmland m South Hill. The Sainnites
began to do what they seemed best at: methodica, thorough, mindless destruction. While the ancient
orchards were toppled and the farmsteads and fields were burned, the valey farmers, bitterly angry at
Pdadin and Sainnite dike, hauled their children and animals and what belongings could be salvaged out
of danger. Wagons crowded the roads of South Hill. The farmsteads outside of danger were
overwhelmed with refugees and their belongings. At atime when only steady, careful attention to the
crops could prevent the coming year from being ahungry one, al of South Hill lay in chaos.

Though South Hill Company could not prevent the Sainnites from razing the valey’ srich farmlands, they
also could not endure to stand by and do nothing. Despite their disadvantage at direct, hand-to-hand
combat, scarcely aday passed without at least one skirmish in which the Paladins crept up on Sainnites
under cover of waist-high corn or drainage ditches choked with rushes, exchanged gunfire, and then fled
in much the same way. The Paadinswho spent their days crawling through the weeds took to caling
these engagements hide-and-seek raids. It was no game, though, but a deadly, dangerous business that
put Jerrell’ s bone saw in high demand.

With every casualty Emil seemed another year older. Willis sunit done aged him by ten years, and
Willis sgloating reports of thirty or more Sainnitesinjured and killed did not make Emil lessgrim. He sent
Zanjawith a brusque message that she delivered, word for word: “We are not engaged in a contest to
determinewho can kill the greatest number of Sainnites. And the people of South Hill will not thank us
for burdening them with an overwheming number of crippled fighters. Y ou are to have no more
casudties, even if that meansthat you conduct no moreraids.”

Willis heard this message with amazing equanimity. “No more casudties,” he said. “Well, | suppose he
thinks | have his prescience, en? Oh, but you do haveit, don't you?’ Heturned to his cronies, for, unlike
Emil, hetook his strength from numbers, not solitude. “It seems aworthy experiment, doesn't it, to seeiif
prescience can protect us from casuaties?’

“Oh, yes,” they murmured, and Zanjadid not need prescience to know that this conversation had been
long planned.

“Y ou want me to go out on a hide-and-seek raid?’ she asked.
“WE re going out on one today.”

Zanjalooked around that circle of hostile, grinning faces, and fdlt very tired. What was the price she
would have to pay to be afull member of this company? They cared only about Sainnite corpses, it
seemed. Wl then, she would give them some, though she doubted it would be possible to give them

enough.



So shefound herself, in the company of some ten others, creeping through the corn plants towards one of
the few valey farmateads | eft ganding. An earlier check with the spyglass had told them that the Sainnites
were out in force, but once the Paladins had dipped into the valley they could no longer see how the
enemy was deployed, and could not even be certain where they themselves were, in relation to the
farmstead. The corn rows were as straight as a planting plow could make them, but still Zanja could not
see more than afew feet ahead, and at times could scarcely see her own companions. Surely the
Sainnites are expecting us to come down the corn rows, she thought, and turned to suggest to the Paladin
closest to her that it might make more sense to approach from the drainage ditch. But her companions
had all disappeared.

She turned as a breeze parted the corn leavesto reved the soldier keeping watch at the end of the row.
She dove crossways into the corn. Something like a hot poker punched her in the thigh. She turned and
jumped the other direction, like arabbit evading awolf. Perhaps the fickle wind would not betray her
again. Another gunshot. Someone shouted in Sainnese that she had gone towards the corncrib,
whichever direction that might be. She headed away from the voice, cross-row. Shefell, and was
puzzled that she could no longer walk. She crawled instead, until she tumbled out of corn plantsinto
mossy water. Shelay among the rushes, her pistols under water, thinking how nice and coal it wasthere
in the ditch. It seemed impossible that she would be found. She rested her head in the crook of her arm
and thought she might deep for awhile, shewasfeding sotired.

The pain inserted itsdlf dowly into her unwarranted peacefulness, irritating asavoice telling her to get up
and do some morework. Sheignored it—she had felt worse pain and lived. But it grew worse, much
worse, and findly she sat up, and noticed with surprise that the water she lay in had turned a bright
scarlet. She found aneat hole scorched into the canvas of her breeches, and pulled them down to reved
another neat, blood-weeping holein her thigh. Such a small wound, she thought, pretending that she did
not know that apistol bal’ sworst damage was usudly below the skin. She could not make a
bandage—her clothing was muddy and soaking wet—and so she buttoned up her breeches and lay
down again in the water, and forced hersdlf to listen to what the world would tell her.

She heard arapid volley of gunfire. After along silence, she heard a second volley. The Paladins had
circled around, she thought deepily, after usng her as an uninformed, unwilling decoy. She heard the
sound of flames, and for awhile she lay wounded in adifferent valley, listening to the sound of Sainnites
burning adifferent village. | must get up, she thought, and woke to find that she aready was crawling
down the drainage ditch, though not until she saw the smoke and saw the soldiers did she redlize she had
gone the wrong direction. She watched them curioudly, these angry soldiers stranded far from homeina
hostile land, and understood too well what it was that made them want to burn everything to the ground.

She turned away from the burning farm, and began dragging herself down the drainage ditch again.

From the bottom of the ditch, she watched the shadows move and the sun set. Despite the summer
warmth, the water’ s cold set into her bones. She hauled hersdlf out of the ditch and into the road, where
shelay shivering. She heard the far-away bells of Wilton ringing the hours. Until it wastoo dark to see,
she watched her blood seep into the dirt. At last, the search party that she knew Williswould have to
send for her, if only for the sake of appearance, found her and carried her back to camp.

“I’'mnot going to die,” shetold Jerrdl, “and you' re not going to cut off my leg.”

Jerrdll argued, but Zanjawas adamant. Jerrell removed the pistol bal instead, which was bad enough,
sinceit took some cutting to even find the ball, which was embedded in the thick muscles above the



knee. When Zanja awoke in the afternoon, Emil was stting beside her, with hislegs stretched out before
him and hisback againgt atree, gazing with a strained expression toward the smoking ruin that had once
been one of therichest farmlandsin Shafta.

“What’ swrong with that seer?” he asked.
She began to sit up, and he turned to her. “1I’ [l get whatever you need. Jerrell saysyou aretolie dill.”
“What | need can’t be gotten.”

He smiled wryly, and set himsdlf to fetching and carrying the small comforts that he could provide: acup
of water, abag of beansfor apillow. He checked on her clothing that hung in the sunshine, declared it
not dry yet, and settled once more against the tree. “So,” he said, “in famine the Sainnites aso go hungry,
and famineis exactly what will happen in South Hill thiswinter. What seer would be so short-sighted?
These Sainnites don't behave like people with insght at dl. In fact, they act like mindless brutes, asthey
always have. Could the seer be dead, or gone?’

“Maybe he' slogt hismind,” shesaid.

“Maybe he' s stopped dreaming. It happens.”
“Maybe he had abad love affair.”
“Maybe he sfdlenill.”

“Maybe,” Zanjasaid, “he’ shad achange of heart.”

Emil looked out at the smoke-hazed valley, then back at Zanja. “ Surely not. We fire bloods are cursed
with loydty. To turn traitor against the people we call our own—it’snot in us.”

“Sometimesinsight overridesloydty,” Zanjasaid, too bitterly.
They sat in slencefor awhile. So long as Zanjadidn’t move, the pain in her leg was not unendurable.

Emil said softly, “Every timel close my eyes, | dream the same dream. A man sitsbefore me, with a
wooden box in hislap. He holdsit up to me, asif proffering agift, and opensthelid. | can't seewhat’sin
the box, but | know that | want it desperately.”

“What does helook like?”

“Theman?Oh, | don't know. It'sdl in shadow: abig, dark room with asingle lamp flame. Why doesit
matter?’

“It matters,” Zanjasaid, but felt that she could not explain. Later | will explain, she thought wearily, but
now | cannot endure any more consequences.

“Wdl then,” Emil said, “next time | dream of him, I'll try to get alook at hisface.” Hetook her handin
his. “My dear, with only oneleg, you' d ill beinvaluable to South Hill.”

“Of course Jerrell sent for you.”
“When amember of my company chooses certain death—"

Zanjasaid, “Do you remember when the bridgekeeper bit me?



“It wasn't solong ago.”

“Which arm wasit?’ She held out both her arms, and after some hunting, Emil found the scar, nearly
faded to invishility.

“Soyou hedl cleen,” hesaid. “But apistol ball—"

“Sir, Jerrd| has dready lectured me.”

“Sir” He sat back abit.

“My brother,” she amended. “I am not choosing desth out of despair. | know my leg will hedl.”

Helooked at her for along time, asif studying a particularly complex pattern of glyphs. “Someday,” he
sad findly, “you will tell meyour secrets.” Hetook her hand again. “I’ll ingtruct Jerrell to trust your
judgment, if you tell me the truth about what happened yesterday. Willis says that your companions|ost
you in the cornfield. They redized the Sainnites were watching for them and retreated, and only then
noticed you weren't with them.”

“I"'m sure they abandoned me deliberately,” she said. “But unless one of those who was with mein the
cornfield admitstoiit, | don’t see how it can be proven.”

“One of them will admit it soon enough,” Emil said quietly, “and I'll finaly have agood reasontorid
myself of Willis, though | suppose hiskinfolk will hold it against me forever, no matter how good my
reasonsare.” He sighed. “Do you know, in the old days, the G’ deon might drive a spike into the heart of
aparticularly irritating enemy, and from that day every besat of the heart would liein the G’ deon’ s control.
That’ sthe way to solve my problem with Willis—keep him dive, let him continue as alieutenant, but let
him know that at any moment | might chooseto let him drop down dead.”

He drew up hisknees, looking for al the world asif he meant to continue talking to her al day.
“Unfortunately, my powers are limited, and whatever | do will have unwanted consequences. Tdl me
something,” he added abruptly, “Do you fed up to reading the cards?’

“| don’'t even know wherethey are.”

“They’redrying in the sun, like everything else you own.” He fetched them, and counted to seethat al of
them had survived, warped and mud-smirched though they were. As Zanja shuffled the cardsamlesdy,
he asked, “What characterizes the Sate of conflict between South Hill and the Sainnites?’

Zanjapicked acard she' d not studied yet. It depicted abaance, or shopkeeper’ s scale. Emil glanced at
it and nodded without much surprise. “What would tilt the balance in our favor?’ he asked.

Zanjacould not choose acard. “ Are you thinking too much?’ Emil asked after awhile.
“It' sasthough every card isthe answer.”

“Soin order to tilt the balance we' d have to dter the entire Universe? Wdll, try this question instead:
What isthe most important factor intilting the balancein our favor?*

Zanjachose acard and tossed it down beforelooking at it. It was the Owl. “Hmm.” Emil grinned without
much humor. “Wél now, thisis getting interesting.”

Zanjashifted uncomfortably. Her injured thigh ached.

“So tdl me, what isthe Owl to do?’



Zanjalaid down another card without looking at it, then saw that it was the Door. She sighed.
“What will immediatdly result from this decision that the Owl must make?’

She lay down another card, and Emil gave asmall start, but said nothing. The glyph was one Zanjadid
not know; the picture showed an opening into ahillsde.

Emil shook his heed, and asked, “What will be the long term result of thisdecison?’

Thelast card seemed the most ambiguous of them al: it showed the silhouettes of aridged horizon, with
the sun above, ether rising or setting. Emil moved the cardsinto an organized row and scowled unhappily
at them. At last, he said, “Wadll, either thisisapiece of arrant nonsense or amessage of great portent.
Based onwhat | see here, | want to say that it appearsthat you, Zanja, are acrucia factor in events with
implicationsthat reach far beyond South Hill. Y ou arein aposition where you must make adifficult
decision even though you fed you cannot decide. Y our decision will result in some kind of grave danger:
adanger of spirit of body or both. It may very well lead to death.” He touched the card with the opening
inthe hillsde. “Thisisthe door to the [abyrinth, the underworld. It is aways dangerous but not necessarily
fatal. Now, it isnot clear who or what is endangered, but it may be you, or South Hill Company, or
something much more important than any of us here. Inthe end—" he touched the Sun card “—there will
be hope or loss of hope. An end of everything or anew beginning. It could go either way.”

Then therewas slence.

Emil contemplated the cards. “ Surely if thiswere nonsense | would recognizeit. So what am | to make of
this?’ Then he grinned with awry amusement. “Or, more specificaly, how can | help you to makethe
right decison?’

“Anyone dsewould inds—demand—that | explain,” Zanjasaid.

“But if thisisatrue reading—and you would have told me by now if it wasn't—then | have to assume
that you don't fed ableto explain. If you don’t fed ableto doit, then for meto insst that you do would
only complicate your Situation when it seems| ought to be making it Smpler.” He looked up at her. “I
must somehow help you without actudly understanding what I'm doing or why I’'m doing it. Tell mewhat
todo.”

“Intruth, |—am at aloss. These portents—they do not explain anything.”

“They tdl methat you are caught up in something that’ s much more important than you redize.” He
turned the Door card so that it was right-side-up for Zanjaand tapped it with hisfingertip. “What can
you tel me about this?’

Zanjasad, “If | decide wrongly, then you are the one that will be endangered.”
“Me persondly?’

“Emil—you have made yoursalf my friend. How could it not be persona? But it’ s difficult to imagine that
what happens to you won't affect South Hill Company, our entire enterprise here, or the whole history of
Shaftd which brought usto this point.”

“S0. Y ou' ve been avoiding me ever since the night we evacuated Fen Overlook—maybe even longer,
since Fire Night. Something happened that | don’t know about.” He clasped his hands across his knee,
asthough restraining himself from doing something else: hitting her, embracing her; it wasimpossibleto
tell. “How can | help you?’ he asked again. “Or isit absolution you need?’



“Tel me, inyour dream—"

He raised an eyebrow. “Y ou think my dream isrelevant to this?’

“What isin the box?’

Hetapped afinger on the Sun card. “Hope,” he said. “Or at least the hope of hope.”
“Would you diefor it?’

“Yes, | would. So—am | going to diefor desire’ s sake after dl, like every other fire blood since the
dawn of time? Should | get my affairsin order? Y ou understand,” he added gently, “I think it's about
time | had something worth dying for, something better than thisidiot’' swar.”

He held her hand for awhile, then offered her a handkerchief from his breast pocket, and picked up the
cardsthat she had let rail. Then he fetched Jerrell, who checked Zanja s bandage and agreed to arrange
for her family to give Zanjaa safe place to recuperate, as soon as she could be moved. She gave her
another potion to drink. The memory of Emil Stting quietly beside her, cleaning and ailing her pistolsfor
her, accompanied Zanjain her deep, in her dreams, into the day that followed, and into the night that
followed that. It was such asmall thing, and yet at the time she most needed it, it gave her agreat peace.

Chapter Eighteen

Inthe slent night, thewarm air lay heavy and Htill, and starlight blurred behind alingering haze of smoke.
Leaning on agtaff, Zanja shuffled through the silence where accuser bugs should have shouted from the
tree branches. But the trees dl had been cut down, and without the intervention of their uplifted hands,
the sky pressed down upon the earth like a smothering blanket. Here on the dark plain, the farmers dept
by smoldering barns and clenched their fistsin their dreams. It seemed the whole world had been put to
thetorch.

Zanja s taff scraped gravel. Her foot dragged behind her; her patience wore thin. She had | eft the
Pdadin camp as early as she dared, but by the time she reached the grove outside of Wilton she had
heard the city bell ring midnight. The grove, of course, had been cut down. She saw no sign of Medric,
and sat upon astump to wait.

She waited, listening to the clock toll out the passing hours. At last, she accepted that he was not coming.
All her distress, it seemed, had been for nothing.

She thought she had alowed enough time to reach the camp again before summer’ s early dawn overtook
her, but her leg had stiffened as she waited, and then the wound reopened as Jerrell had warned it would
if shedidn’t keep it ill. Her leg was bathed in warm, dow-flowing blood, and alassitude came over her.
So the horizon had begun to lighten when she climbed the steep path through the trees, past the
inattentive pickets and back across the boundaries of the Paladin camp.

As she headed for her abandoned blankets, she heard a camp cook bang a pot as the flames of a
cookfire began to crackle. It till was dark among the trees. She walked in shadow, careful, worried,
wondering what had become of Medric and what she should do now. When Willis rose up from beside



her empty bed, she stared at him, stupid as arabbit in torchlight, unable to imagine what he was doing
there, or what it meant.

She heard the othersrise up out of darkness where they had been hidden. Shelet her staff fall, lest they
mistake it for awegpon, and held out her empty hands. Contrary to what Ransdl used to say, shedidin
fact know when to give up.

“Soyou deigntoreturnto us,” Willissaid. “Where have you been dl night?’
| should have put up a fight and gotten myself killed, she thought, now that it wastoo late.

Willis struck her. Shefdl, and the earth did not catch her. Shefdl into the darkness, into the vortex of
that catastrophic yesar.

A grinning Sainnite forced her to watch what he did to her, even though she could not fed it.

The Pdadins|ifted her up, and he struck her again.

He cut off her toes, one by one. His companions held her head by the hair, so she could not ook away.
“Tell mewhereyou have been!” he cried. Heraised hisfig.

A war horse' s hoof struck her in the head. Sheféll.

Ransd jerked her up by the hair. Hisfamiliar, battered war blade shonein alight too vivid to be sunlight.

“You areatraitor!” he cried, triumphant. The Paadins, startled and bewildered, or angry and jeering,
gathered around.

“Y ou are no longer one of the people!” Ransel cried. The As-hawaa i people stood silent, accepting his
judgment.

He struck her, and shefdll. She did not know anymore who was her brother, or her companion at arms,
or her enemy. Shefdl, and shefdll.

She opened her eyes, but could scarcely see. Upon bare ground, she lay bleeding, unwatched. It wasa
contemptuous inattention, for they certainly knew that she could not flee: she had no toes; her back was
broken. Ransel had cut off her hair, thusrgecting her from the tribe. Why had they not brought her the
suicide drink? The Ashawald i had given dl other outcasts that mercy: why not her?

Shefet blindly for her wegpons. The dagger was gone, and the pistals. But her smal knife was il
tucked into her blood-smeared boot.

She held the blade to her own throat, but could not cut deeply enough. She began to weep. “Lord Desth,
now | chooseyou.” Her fingers were painted with bright red ink. She wrote amessage to him upon the
shining metd of the blade. Then someone noticed, and with an exclamation snatched the knife out of her
hand.

At the height of astroke, Karis dropped her hammer. Thered hot piece of iron fell from the tongs, and



those aso clattered onto the stone floor. A boy rushed over with the water bucket, but she dropped to
her knees upon the stone floor, and swept her hand acrossit to clear the debris. With a scrap of iron she
scratched aline upon the stone, then another crossing it, then athird.

“That' sthe Raven,” said the boy helpfully, water doshing out over hisfedt.
“What?’

“That' sthe Raven glyph. Isn't it?” The boy peered down at the marks she had made. “ Y our mastersign!”
he said, gpparently trying his best to make sense of her crazy behavior. “ The messenger of good and bad
fortune. It just cameto you, right? And you wanted to write it down before you forgot, right? And now
you can be aforgemaster, and you' |l take meto work for you?’

“The Raven.” Karislooked again at the marks she had drawn on the floor. “ Something has gone terribly
wrong.”

Zanjalay paralyzed in ablood-stained hay cart. At adistant mountain peak, the moon lifted her pale face
to the starry sky. Except for the occasiond cdlls of the soldiers on watch duty, the Sainnite camp lay
slent. Zanjawatched the sky, able only to wait, now that al choices had been taken away from her.

A dight sound made her turn her head, and a dim shadow separated from the darkness: lithe and silent,
grinning teeth shining with moonlight. “Oh my brother,” she breathed. “Why do you risk your life for me?
| am aready dead, but you can il live”

He cameto her, though, silently laughing hisraven’slaugh. “Y ou trickster,” she said. “Y ou have cometo
takemy lifeinmercy a last.”

Y es. Hisbladewasin hishand. She smiled a him, her courageous friend. “Come, then,” shesaid. And
then a Samnite uttered awarning shout, and they rose up and killed him.

It had happened again. It would happen again, again, and again, while shelay hopeesdy screaming, and
Ransd’ s sturdy heart pumped hislifeblood onto the ground. Over and over, he cameto ddliver the mercy
blow, and over and over they killed him.

A heavy door grated open. There was aterrible blaze of light and aflapping shadow, likeabig bird's
wings. “Comeout of there,” Willissaid.

“ She' sbeen unusudly quiet the last few hours,” another voice said doubtfully.

Emil’svoice, low and quiet, said, “ She has been shouting and you left her unattended? She has a serious
injury!”

For Emil, quiet meant angry, angry dmost beyond speech. “I’m going in after her,” he said. But Zanja
had managed to get to her feet by then, and shakily walked into the light. Emil wasjust a shadow she
could see even with her eyes closed, and surely she was no more than a shadow to him, abeing of the
Underworld, a house habitated by memory.

“Give meyour hand,” hesaid.



He should not be merciful to her, or hewould die. But she took the hand he reached down to her, and let
him haul her out of the darkness, into the dusty, milling chaos of ahot and sunny farmyard.

Through ablaze of tears brought on by sunlight, she saw farmersin their summertime work clothes, come
to see who had been locked in their cellar and why. She saw each of Emil’ slieutenants, who had never,
even at afunera, seemed so grim. She saw many other Paladins, some who had jeered at her, some who
might eventualy have become her friends. All of them stared at her, and at the dignified man she'd had
the temerity to call her brother, not so long ago.

His rage was masked, but shefdlt it like knife on bone. “Y ou have made friends with aSainnite,” he said.
Sheknew what shehad to do. “Yes, Sir.”

“And you went out the other night to meet this person?’

“Yes, | did.”

“What for?’

Thistime, hewould not die. Hewould not help her ashisenemieslay in wait. Better for him to hate her
than to die because of her. She said, “1 went to lead an attack on Willis s unit, but they said they were

not ready.”

His hand rested on his pistol. Thiscloseto her, he would get agood shot, and even in anger would shoot
well, kindly, remembering his affection even as he knew it was betrayed. But then he sghed, and dll was
logt. “I know that isalie” hesaid.

A voice spoke behind Zanja. “ Sheintends her lieasagift.”

Zanjadid not have to turn to know who had spoken. A black shadow flapped upon the ground in front
of her. Her frail courage faltered.

Emil sad, hisvoice dill soft with anger, “ A misguided gift.”

Zanjasad, “Sir, itismy calling to transgress, but it is my duty to cause no harm by that transgression. Let
me do my duty.”
Emil gazed into her eyes, expressionless, unblinking. And then he turned away, to spesk to his

lieutenants. “This matter will not turn out the way any of us might expect. It seemsill-advised to do thisso
publicly, when so much damage aready has been done to our community.”

Willissaid, “No,” asthough he aready was the commander. Thiswas, certainly, his spectacle.

Emil smiled oddly, without amusement. “Well then, at least |et’ s get into the shade, for courtesy to our
guest.” He gestured toward an arbor of flowering vines, where there were some inviting benchesin the
shade.

Zanjaturned then, and looked into the scarred, sun-browned face of Norina Truthken. “What are you
doing here? It isnot your business.”

Norinasad, “Who did you think would come?’

Though Zanja had lived with her until four months ago, she’' d had no ideathat Norina was pregnant. Even
the heavy clothing of winter could not have concealed it now. Though her dust-stained clothing and
red-rimmed eyes suggested a heroic journey had brought her here so quickly, her jutting belly hinted that



at any moment she might deliver achild. Just the thought of her as amother made Zanja s head hurt.
Karis sraven rode upon her shoulder. It was amaost uncanny sight.

Zanjacould barely walk the short distance to the arbor. The bullet wound in her leg had not hedled &t all
asshelay helplessin the Underworld. At least she could escape the sun and sit upon abench, though
everyone el se except Norinaremained standing. A man-at-arms stood beside Norina, bristling with
weapons like abrigand.

Willisbegan, “I found Zanja s bed empty shortly after dark, and—"
Emil sad, “1 know what happened, Willis”

“But the Truthken—"

“If Madam Truthken wishes to know something, she may ask.”

The watchfulness of Norina s gaze, and the black bird on her shoulder, hardly seemed calculated to set
anyone a ease. She said, “Lieutenant—Willisis your name?’

Willisjumped, and Zanjafdt something, the faintest prickle of anticipation. “Madam Truthken,” he said
bdligerently.

“Y ou have not told the truth.”
“I am not lying! Anyone who wasthere will confirm—"
“Y ou wanted Zanja dead, and were desperate for an excuse. That iswhat you have not said.”

Hisface went white, but his chin came up. “1 admit | had my men abandon her in afirefight. But | did that
because | knew she was atraitor, and Emil would not seeit, just as he will not seeit now. | did it to save
the company.”

Norinagazed at him, expressionless. “ So you named yoursalf commander.”

Dazzled and bewildered by the vivid shine of truth in the midst of this nightmare, Zanjasaid, “He acted
under Mabin's command.”

She heard the faintest sound from Emil: agrunt of pain or surprise.

Norina s gaze on Willis sface never wavered. “ She saysthe truth?’

“Yes” Willissaid, with more gpparent pride than fear.

Norinablinked, once, and turned to Emil.

Emil said in agtrangled voice, “What did she offer you?’

But Willis, seeming to think he had the upper hand, said loftily, “ That’ s between me and the councilor.”

The bloody fool would get command of South Hill Company. Zanja could fee no more horror; the
betrayals had accumulated until she hardly noticed them. But the look on Emil’ s face was worse than her
ownpan.

Norinastood up. “Commander, | need to speak to you done.”



They stepped aside. Thefive lieutenants, two of whom Zanjascarcely knew, shuffled their feet and
muttered to each other. The man-at-arms stood stolid as a plowhorse, but his gaze never ceased to flick
from one person to the next. Zanjaached in every part of her body. Shefelt her face with her fingers, to
find her eyelids swollen, her lip split, her cheekbone raw and bruised. Her leg hurt with adull and
ingnuating pain. She kept forgetting where she was, and the faces of the lieutenants and the observers
kept changing, from Paadin to Sainniteto Ashawaai.

Norinaand Emil returned. Emil said somberly, “I will communicate with Mabin on what to do with you,
Willis, but meanwhile you arerelieved of duty.”

Willis sface turned red with anger. “And thetraitor? Y ou'll let her go unpunished, of course!”

“We have not yet addressed the problem of Zanja,” said Emil evenly. “But | have relevant information
that | doubt any of you have yet heard. The Shaftali prisoners were set free from Wilton garrison last
night. Some of those from Annis sfamily came direct to me and told me about how they’ d been freed by
a Sainnite man, who unlocked the doors and escorted them safely out of the garrison and out of the city
itself, al under cover of darkness”

“A Sainnite?’ repested Willisin disbeief.

“Yes. Infact, thefreed prisoners carried aletter to me from him.” Emil turned to Zanja. “What did you
tell thisMedric, the night Willisfound your bed empty?’

Zanjasad, though it took agreet effort, “1 never saw him that night.”
Emil glanced & Norina. “Madam Truthken?

“Truth,” Norinasaid.

“What wereyou intending to tell him?’

“I was going to bring him to you, to have you meet him.”

“Truth,” Norinasaid.

“Why?

“Hewanted to join the Paladins.”

Norinasaid, “I can’t judge the truth of hearsay.”

“Ah, yes. But Zanjabdieveswhat hetold her to be true?’

“I can’'t be certain, Commander. She wantsit to be true, but for this very reason she does not trust her
judgment—and for other reasons aswell,” Normaadded, as though she were reading words being
written as she spoke. "1 think sheis unbalanced. How long hasit been since she ate, or drank?*

“Just two days” Willissaid defensvely. “Maybe three”
“Wounded and bleeding. And your man says he heard her screaming.”
“What matter? She' satraitor!”

“Y ou believe that she’ satraitor,” Norinacorrected him. “Thetruth, however, has yet to be determined,
and cannot be determined when sheis scarcely even in her right mind. Commander, | am here for my



own reasons, but since you have asked meto arbitrate | must ing<t that you at least get her some water.”

Emil sent someone for water, and while that was being brought, Norinatook a cloth bag out of the
pocket of her doublet and tossed it to Zanja. It contained some kind of old dried fruit, gone hard as
rawhide and practically astasteless. Zanjaheld apiecein her mouth, and asit softened and dissolved a
sudden clarity cameto her: enough at least for her to realize how weak she was, how worn out with
despair and horror. With the second piece the pain in her leg was eased, and with the third she sat erect
and pushed some |oose strands of hair from her face, and thanked the girl who had brought a dipper of
water for her.

Shesad, “| met Medric on Fire Night. And though | was and am till haf afraid that he might be engaged
insomekind of elaboratetrick, | took the risk of talking to him, because | thought the benefits could be
gresdt. It'she who told me that the Sainnites were going to attack us at Fen Overlook.”

There certainly were some huge gaps in this story she' d told, but Emil at least seemed ableto fill themiin.
He glanced at Norina, who sad, “ Clearly the truth.”

“What have you told him in return?” Emil asked.

“He asked only to meet you, Emil, and | told him nothing.”

“Truth,” Norinasaid.

Willis exploded. “What does it matter! She spoketo a Sainnite! Shedid it in secret!”
Therewas ill something Zanjamight do. She said, “Medric is abetter man than you, Willis”
Norinasad, “Zanja, be quiet.”

“He said he would prove histrustworthiness to me, and he has proven it. Meanwhile, you have proven
that nothing mattersto you but your own ambition.”

Norinasad, “Slence her!”
But Zanjacried, “ Thereisjust onetraitor here, Madam Truthken!”

With dl her strength, she flung hersdf at Emil’ sweak knee, and he toppled like arotten tree at exactly
the moment of the pistal blast.

Zanjalay across him, gasping, terrified that she might have flung him into theline of fire rather than away
fromit. Then, Emil raised ahand and gently laid it on the back of her head. “ Quite adisplay of
prescience. What in Shaftal’ s name do you think you' re doing?’

Shesad, for hisearsonly, “That man just guaranteed that he would never command South Hill
Company.”

His chest heaved: was he laughing? She could not tell, he was otherwise so solemn. “ Careful!” Linde had
rushed over and seemed reedy to disentangle them by flinging Zanjawildly out of the way. “Cam down,
Linde, I'm not hurt. But she dready wasinjured and it' s only worse now.”

Lindelifted Zanjaand set her on the bench, then helped his commander to hisfeet. Linde sface was
white with shock, but not so white as Willis's, who haf stood and haf hung within the grips of the other
lieutenant and Norina s man-at-arms. “I did not aim a Emil,” he said desperately to Norina, who had not
moved from where she sat, and if anything seemed uninterested in the chaos before her. “1 would never



shoot my commander! It was her, the traitor—I lost my temper, isal!”

Emil walked over to him and hit him, a contemptuous blow that scarcely left amark on Willis sface, but
slenced him effectively enough. Acrossthe yard, that contemptuous blow registered in thefaces of a
dozen or more people, who athough they had not heard what was said, surely could read the language of
the scene, like any other staged drama.

“And you think that a man who cannot command himsalf can command awhole company?’ He added,
“Madam Truthken, isthere atraitor here?”

Zanjafdt so strange, so empty, so tired, that she wondered how she could till be present in this strange
place. Norinasaid, “Zanja has merely exercised afire blood' s usud foolhardiness. Asfor Willis, itis
most ambiguous. Willis meant to shoot Zanja, but he meant it asablow to you. So in the eyes of the law,
perhapsit might be argued that you were histrue target. In any case, | would refuse to hear him as
Zanja s accuser, for he only lovesthe justice that serves hisinterests, and only seesthe Law asatool to
achieve hisdesres. Heis untrustworthy, but technically heisnot atraitor.”

“Let Willisgo,” Emil said. Williswasreleased. “ Get out of my sght,” Emil added. “ And get out of my
company. If you want to complain to Councilor Mabin, you are free to do so. The rest of you, please
step away. | wish to tak to the Truthken done.”

Reluctantly, they left. Emil sat heavily on the bench beside Zanja “ Thisisafine mess!”

Acrossthe green, Willis had dready reached his people, and no doubt he quickly began to explain his
verson of what they had seen. But they stood back, apparently uncertain whether they wanted to be
known to be his supporters any longer.

Norinasad quietly, “Shdl | leave?’

“If you don’'t mind, Truthken, I think it best that | avoid the appearance of conspiring with Zanjaand so it
would be mogt useful to meif you remain.” Emil folded his hand and rested hisforehead upon themin an
atitude of utter weariness. “Zanja—You and | are at cross-purposes, of course. | am much more
interested in saving your lifethan | am in saving my position. At the sametime, you are trying to save my
position and seem little interested in saving your life”

Zanjasad, “My brother, you have died for me ahundred times. | could not endure it anymore.”
Ransdl looked at her blankly.

“Don't beafool,” Zanjaimplored him. “Every time you try to help me, you die. Do not burden me with
the terrible memory, | beg you! If you do not die, you cannot blame mefor failing to avenge you.”

Ransd took both her handsin his. “My sigter,” he said gently, “the past is done and cannot be changed.
Come forth out of the Underworld.”

Emil was holding her hands. He said quietly, “Madam Truthken, this must be the anniversary of the
massecre of the Ashawaadi.”

Norina s eyes narrowed, as though she had been handed a package that might or might not be a gift.

“I think she’ shaf out of her mind,” he added, “and she certainly cannot recover here. | ask you to take
her under your protection, and bring her to aheder.”

Norinastood up. “1 will, of course. But firg, | think I" d better guarantee that the rogue lieutenant of yours



can't get hisforces organized, or we may find it difficult to get safely out of South Hill. I'll leave my man
here, to give you the appearance of propriety. | don’t think any of your people have noticed that he's
deaf.“ She picked up the bag from beside Zanjaand gave her ahandful of the dried fruit. ”What became
of your blades?Y ou don’'t know? All right, I'll find them for you. Isthere anything else you own that's
too preciousto leave behind? All right, eat that. Come, raven.”

The raven flew to her shoulder, and, gesturing to her man to remain, Norinawaked over to the knot of
people that had formed around Willis. The knot loosened as Willis' s people stood back to let him face
the Truthken on his own. No doubt she would use her substantial powers and authority to make his
present and future life as unpleasant as he deserved.

Emil commented, “A formidable woman, even for a Truthken.” He took some folded papersfrom his
doublet’ sinsde pocket. “My first |etter from a seer. He devoted most of it to successfully convincing me
to spareyour life at any cost. Asfor the rest, he says he had adream that the land would recognize him
as her son, and so he' sgoing forth into Shaftal on his own. He wrote that he hasleft meal his
books—had them shipped downriver to astorehouse in Haprin for meto pick up. | fed like I’ ve been
bequesthed a child by atota stranger.”

Zanjasad, “1 wish you could have met him. Y ou would have liked him.”

“I admit | find hisletter both intelligent and convincing. It' savery strange sensation to be saying such
things about a man who has hel ped to kill so many of my friends.”

“But he wastrapped. When the walls of the House of Lilterwessfell, the Samnites themselves were
buried in the rubble. And we al are buried there with them, crushed and suffocating under the stones.”

“Hmm. Now you are talking treason. Good thing there’ sno one but meto hear.” Emil unfolded his|etter
from Medric again, and Zanjasaw how creased and smudged the paper was. Thisletter had forced Emil
to subject it to uneasy and intense scrutiny, and perhapsiits contents till were being ddlivered to him as
he glanced at it once again, till seeming uncertain how to read it. “He wrote some glyphs here a the
bottom, do you see? It seems like amessage to you. At least, hereis your Owl, your Raven, your Door.”

In fact, Medric had written at the bottom of the page each of the glyphsfrom Zanja sfrantic card reading
the day after Fire Night. But now, no madwoman lay at the center of the circle, holding together or being
torn apart by contrary forces. Instead, there was aglyph Zanja did not know how to read. She touched it
with her fingertip, and Emil said, “ That’' s Fellowship, the union of friendsto serve agrand design. What
do you think he means by it?’

“I think he' s nineteen years old and hasn't yet lost his hope.”

“Zanjana Tawein,” Emil said, “may that hope one day be yours and mineaswell.”

When Norinareturned, Williswalked behind her, carrying some of Zanja s gear, including her missing
blades. One of his people aso followed, leading the horses like a servant. Truthkens must be obeyed, in
amall thingsand in large. Zanja hastily chewed and swallowed the dried fruit. It lay within her, warm as
earth in summer. The wound in her leg stopped seeping blood, and when she stood up, her vision
remained clear.

Emil buckled her weapons belt onto her and put the knife into her boot shegth, and helped her mount one
of Norina s horses. She must have looked aruin as she rode out of that place, tired unto death, with her



breeches blood-encrusted and her face marked and swollen from Willis sfist. When she looked back,
she saw Emil, standing serenely donein the middle of the roadway. Helifted ahand in farewell. Solong
as he stood there, Zanja knew, no one would dare chase after them. He was still standing there when the
road took aturn, and he was gone from sight.

Part 3
The Hinge of History

All love is made of insane hope.
—MACKAPEE'S Principles for Community

The past is always with us. For the blood that soaks the earth cries out for
justice. And without justice we never will have peace.

—MABIN’'S Warfare

Between victory and defeat, between offense and revenge, lies
athird possibility: neither a compromise nor an abandonment, but a
marriage.

—MEDRIC' SHigtory of My Father’s People

Chapter Nineteen

Like agreat whed the year turned; and now the sower dropped to the horizon, and up rose the gatherer
with her arm outstretched to capture the ripe stars and put them in her basket. All day, in kitchens across
Shaftal, the ripe fruits had been cut up to be dried in the sun, or cooked with sugar to make preserves, or
covered with hot syrup to be baked into pies during the dark haf of the year.

Now it was night, and in the most northwestern borderland, the general of the Paladins sat awake in her
lamplit study with abowl of golden gpricots untouched upon her desk. The aging genera of the Sainnites
a0 sat awake, drinking wine and pacing restlesdy as he made the messenger from South Hill explain
again and again how the South Hill garrison had managed to lose track of the Sainnites’ only seer.

Somewhere between these two generds, in aslent glade well away from the road, Zanjalay staring into



the darkness, and did not flinch or even seem to notice when Norina began to pedl the bandage from her
wounded leg. And on the river which runs east past Wilton, Emil stood at the bow of aboat that lazily
rode the current towards Hanishport and the sea. After fifteen years as the commander of South Hill
Company, he had |eft South Hill, and never would return.

How could he continue to command, when his generd had proven herself such afool ? Norina Truthken
had told him quite forcefully that Mabin had valid reasons for her actions that would never be explained.
But whatever Mabin’ s reasons, no matter how vaid they might be, that did not make it any less
impaossible for Emil to continue as commander. He wrote Mabin aletter, he delivered South Hill
Company to Perry’s capable command, he bid hisfriends farewell, and he left South Hill.

Hislifetime of service had left him impoverished by Shaftdi standards, for he had no family to go home
to, and the friends who had served asfamily in the old Paladins were dead or fighting in the war. Still, he
could not seem to bring himself to be concerned about his own future. He felt only his freedom.

The boat reached Haprin at mid-afternoon. He made hisway to a storehouse near the docks, where he
showed awoman hisletter from Medric and she waved him into the building without even looking &t it.
“It'sfour big trunks, hafway back ontheright Sde,” shesaid. “You'll be needing awagon.”

Once beyond the light of the doorway, he walked through a darkness that rustled with mice and bats. He
hoped that the trunks were good ones and he would not find the books chewed to pieces. Hafway down
thelong, dark building, a sudden light flared as though someone had lit amatch. Theflare became alamp
wick’s steady glow, and the flame disgppeared, though Emil could track it by thelight it cast. In his
recurring dream, he had followed that glow of light through shadows just like these. He remembered
these hdf-seen crates, the dusty, dim shadows, the rustling of the mice. His heart’ s desire waited for him
here.

The crowded shapes would form an open space here, which would befilled with light. And so he found a
glowing nest of blankets tucked among the massive trunks. The man from Emil’ s dream sat quietly beside
asmdl brasslamp, which did not illuminate hisface. Upon hiskneeslay aplain, flat wooden box with a
broken latch that once had locked with akey. The man said nothing, but held the box up to Emil.

Emil knelt and took the box. He opened the hinged lid, and laid the box down upon the floor so that the
lamplight shoneinsde. The papers carefully preserved within were padded with smdl pillows of down
and slk. On the top page was written, “Principles for Community,” and underneath, scarcely readablein
faded ink, the name “Mackapee.”

Emil did not touch the fragile paper, but he bent hisface closeto it, and breathed deeply. He could smdll,
so faint it scarcely wasthere at al, the scent of peat smoke. The Mackapee manuscript had not been
burned after all.

He saw that hislife had been aspird, first veering away from loss, but now turning back to anew
beginning. He had done his duty. Now, &t |ast, he could follow his heart.

“You can only be Medric,” he said.
“Sir, can you return this manuscript to its rightful place?’

“It belongs at thelibrary at Kisha, which has been destroyed.” Emil carefully closed thelid of the
manuscript box. “I’ll haveto build anew library, and anew university. And firg, I'll have to make Shafta
aplaceinwhich libraries and universgities can be built.”

Theyoung man said, “ That'snot abad idea.”



“It'san undertaking so large | doubt anyone dive now will live to seethe end of it.”

“Oh, no, | think you'rewrong. But in any case, ‘What' s worth doing isworth merely beginning.” ”
“So wrote Mackapee, the first G’ deon of Shaftal. Have you read the manuscript?’

“The manuscript? No, S, it has not been removed from its box. I’ ve studied a printed copy.”

Emil took up the little traveling lamp by the handle, and lifted it so it illuminated Mednc’ sface. The seer’s
lenses glowed with flame. “Y ou are young,” Emil sad.

“| suppose. You're exactly as| dreamed.”
“Y ou dreamed of me? What did you dream?’

Medric’s gesture took in the dark warehouse, the glowing lamp, the fortress of books. Emil set down the
lamp rather sharply, and sat back on his hedls. When two fire bloods share adream, it issaid, their fates
arelinked forever.

Medric peered a him. “Areyou dl right, Sr?’

“You'll hdp mebuild thet library.”

“You'll accept my hep?’

“Why wouldn’t 17 Oh.” Emil began to laugh. “ That sright; you' re the enemy.”

It seemed to dso strike Medric asterribly funny, and his hilarity didn’t run dry until his spectaclesfdl off
and he had to retrieve them by fed.

Emil said, “A few days after Fire Night, when Zanjawas on her way to meet you—though | didn’t know
it then—she said she was trapped in the past and needed to cross over into the future. | foolishly asked
her to take mewith her. So here | am, bewildered mainly by my lack of regret.”

Medric smiled. “I crossed over aso, knowingly and willingly. But what became of her?’

“I managed to get her safely out of South Hill. That'sdl | know. But let me thank you now, whilel’m
thinking of it, for your letter. It helped meto do what wasright, and | needed that help desperately.”

“Wadll, I'm glad I’ ve done some good for once.”
“Have you eaten? May | buy your supper?’

Medric gathered himsdlf up and roseto hisfeet. “1 confess, | haven't eaten in aday or two, and not
because I'm fagting for avison.”

“Y ou're penniless, of course, which iswhy you’ re deeping with your books.”
“Your books.”
“My books, if youingg. Yet it seemsthat you accompany them.”

“Sir, the books are not a bribe. Ever since | began to collect them, | knew that | would have to ddliver
them to a proper caretaker. | smply could not bear to leave them unguarded.” Medric offered his hand
tohdp Emil rise.



Emil took Medric’shand and let himsdlf be helped. Medric was dightly built and had asoft hand, but he
was not without muscle. Only afool would underestimate him: no accident had brought them to this
place, but the active, determined intervention of agifted seer. Hisair of uncertainty was merely an
affectation.

Emil said, till holding hishand, “My nameisEmil. If you cal me‘sr’ again, I'll sart cdling you ‘Magter

Medric looked appalled. “Please don't, Emil.”
“Let’sget somefoodin you.”

Emil could not bear to leave the manuscript unattended, so they took it with them. At theinn, Medric
asked for bread and vegetables, causing the cook to look at him askance, but Emil accepted roast capon
and apie of fresh peaches. Over food, their conversation turned from somber to hilarious, and Emil
laughed until hisribs hurt, wondering if that lightnessin his chest could possibly be his heart. If it was his
heart, it was on holiday.

After supper, he purchased awagon and asturdy dray horse, usng amost al the money he had taken
with him. Haprin had aferry that would take him across the river; from there he would go to the western
border where he could store the books with his friend the shepherd. After that; well, he supposed some
plan would cometo him.

It was nearly dark when they returned to the storehouse. Medric showed Emil the other rare booksin his
collection. He had found them one by one through dreams, he said, stored at the bottom of one or
another soldier’ sfootlocker. He had collected a couple of hundred books by the time hefinaly got the
one hewas|ooking for, The Way of the Seer, and each book had its own adventure story of unlikely
aurviva in ahogtile world. They talked about the books until the lamp oil ran out and | eft them Sitting
shoulder to shoulder in asudden darkness.

Medric said, “ Sometimes this summer | have envisioned mysdlf in another place: astone cottagein a
lonely land, with deet tapping on the shutters and awarm fire burning. And I’m not donethere. | ask a
question, and you come and Sit down next to me. Y ou tell me how the past became the present. Y ou get
abook down from the shelf and read it to me.”

Emil said, “It’sill along time before deet taps on the shutters, but tomorrow is close by. | hopeyou'll
betraveing withme.”

“I'will,” Medricsaid. “Don’'t go.”

Emil could fed Medric’'swarm bresth tirring the air between them. He found Medric’ sface by fed and
carefully took off his spectacles and put them safely atop the trunk. Then, in abed that was made of as
much book as blanket, he made love to ason of the enemy. It occurred to him later that even his oldest
and mogt loyd friendswould not forgive him this transgression, or even worse, they’ d misunderstand and
pity him. Helay in the rustling darkness of the warehouse with Medric adeep in hisarms, and could not
bring himsdlf to care what anyone thought of him. He had broken with the past, and the future was a
book he could hardly wait to read.



Chapter Twenty

After aday or two of travel, Zanja stopped expecting the upbraiding she deserved. In fact, Norina
accorded Zanja a certain kindness, though from outside it might have looked more like indifference. She
had looked after Zanja sinjuries, patiently soaking |oose the bandage from the wound, and rebandaging
it every day after that with an expertise that she must have acquired from J han. Sheinssted that Zanja
rest even though she could not deep, and hounded her into eating. She and the man took turnsriding,
while Zanjarode al the time, and she would not permit Zanjato do any of thework at al, except small
things she could do while sitting down. It was easier to acquiesce to her iron will than it wasto resst, and
0, in spite of the circumstances, Zanja sinjuries began to hedl.

Other than ingsting brusquely that Zanjaobey her, Norinaleft her done. Zanjarode blindly behind her
companions, carried forward only by the momentum of the journey. She did not know where shewas, or
inwhat direction shetraveled. She did not care that shelived, and took no interest in what might happen
to her next. Days passed, and she did not even speak. She wept without noticing her own tears.

One morning, sheraised her head and noted that they were traveling northward. They followed arutted,
unmarked track through rugged, mountai nous country. Some time passed, and she looked down and
noticed Norinawalking at her stirrup, breathless, putting a hand occasiondly to the horse' sside for
baance. “You'll miscarry,” Zanjasaid.

“I'm aslikely to miscarry asyou areto die from sepsis,” Norinasaid.
Sometimelater, Zanjasaid, “I fed | could die from sorrow first.”

But Norinasaid, quite sensibly and with surprising kindness, “Y ou'll start feding better soon. Thefirst
year isover.”

A long time later, Zanjaasked, “Will Willis get control of South Hill Company?’
Norinalaughed. “That man? Not even in hisdreams.”

That night, Zanja plunged into a deep and restful deep, from which shewoke asif rousing from asummer
fever. She bathed in a cold stream, washed and mended her shirt, and took out her bladesto check and
clean them. The small knifein her boot was blood-encrusted. She fingered the scab on her neck,
remembering what she had done, amazed that her crazed logic had brought aid after all.

“Theravenisgone?’ she asked Norina, asthey ate camp porridge by thefire. The man-at-armswas
aready saddling the horses.

“Naturdly, | sent him with amessage to Karisthat you aredl right.”

“I want to send Karisan apology. | must have startled her when | wrote that message on the knife
blade”

Norina ate afew mouthfuls of her porridge before commenting, rather wryly, “1 have to say, your
methods areingenious.”

One night they were kindly welcomed and generoudy fed in awoodcutter’ s camp, where the people
were desperate for news and stories of any kind at al. Zanjalay gazing at the stars, which had not been
30 close since sheleft the mountains of her people.



Soon, they climbed down out of the mountains and followed ariver to the northwest, and dept one night
at afarmstead, in the hay. The farmers fed them even though they were respectively too injured, tired,
and pregnant to work; they would not hear of a pregnant woman going hungry; and they nearly
convinced her to deep in abed instead of the barn. Norinawas not tireless, and when Zanjaturned to
look at her that night she caught her off guard, and just for amoment could see how worried shewas.
Then Norinaturned her head, and her face was stone again.

At midday, they entered avillage at a crossroads, which Norinasaid was called Strongbridge. The
bridge was indeed impressive, and was frequently crossed by heavy wagons. Theinn-yard they entered
served asakind of depot where huge dray horses stood harnessed while the drivers paced the cobbles,
gretching their stiff legs, eating the meat and bread hauled out to them in baskets, and swigging tankards
of ae againg the oppressve heat. Theinnitself was of startling Size, recently painted red and green, with
flowers cascading over itsroof from an enterprising vine. Among the flowers araven stalked. Inthe
rectangular gap of a second floor window avery tal woman was intricately folded, nearly invisblein
shadow. She looked as though she might be trapped there.

“Zanja,” Norinasaid sharply, to call her atention to the girl who waited for Zanjato hand her thereins.

Zanjadismounted, and left horse and companions standing in the yard. She could not run yet on her
injured leg, and the front door jerked open before she had reached it.

She had half forgotten how big Kariswas. Shefilled the doorway, her shoulders dmost wide enough to
touch both doorframes, head bowed to fit below thelintel, big hands clasping the timber frame as though
shemight smply collapseit, and make the insde out, and the outside m. And then it was as though the
earth itsdf had clasped Zanjain abruising embrace and lifted her haf off her feet, and made asthough to
completely encompass and engulf her.

Her ear was againgt Karis s heart. She gripped her with dl her strength. Shewould not let Karisgo
again. All the forces of the Universe might range themselves againg her, but shewould not let Karisgo.

“Just leave usdone, Nori,” Karissad after awhile.

A long timelater, Zanjalifted her head alittle, and redized that Karis had practicaly folded herself
around her, and seemed not &t all inclined to release her, though she did raise her cheek somewhat from
the top of Zanja s head when shefdt her move. Zanjasaid, “I’m making amess of your shirt.”

“How would anyone know the difference?’ But Karis produced asweaty handkerchief from somewhere,
and Zanja used it to wipe the remaining tears and dirt from her face. “We re making spectacles of
oursalves” Karissaid.

Around the bulge of Karis s bicep Zanja could seeinto the public room, where a couple of hardened
drinkers stared at them. “ Surely there’ sa path by theriver,” Zanjasaid.

Zanja slimp gave them as good areason as any to wak arm in arm despite the sweltering heat. Shefelt
dazed, in agtrange land, with no familiar landmarks. Dear gods, she thought, what boundary did | just
cross? Asthey waked through the town, Karis stopped to buy some steamed buns from astal, which
did adesultory business. The streets were largely deserted, dogslay panting in what shade they could
find, and every window was propped open. On aday like this, the entire population of AshaValey
could have been found in or near theriver, and so it was here. The shady shoreline was crowded with
lounging or dozing adults, and still more sivam dong the banks, keeping an eye on the shrieking children.
They found a solitary place a last, where the current was probably too swift for swimming, and they sat
sde by side upon the damp earth. Damsd flies covered abranch over the water likejewelson arich
man’sjerkin. Karis gave Zanjaadumpling. Its mest filling was so spicy it made Zanjd s eyestear up



agan.
“Now stop that,” Karis said.
“It' sredly spicy. Godsknow I'll cry a anything lately, but thistimeit’s not sadness.”

Karistook abite, and closed her eyesin concentration, chewing. “1 guess maybe | can taste something,”
shesadfindly.

“It'slike eating codsfrom afire,” Zanjasad.
“Isthat good? It certainly soundsinteresting.”
“Inapanful kind of way.”

Zanja had not quite remembered the utter chaos of Karis s hair, which grew in every direction and was
twisted into vindike tendrils that looked impossible to comb or tame. She had not quite remembered the
intense blue color of her eyes, or thefinelinesthat radiated out from them like the splines of afan. She
had remembered that Karis' s physicd presence was akind of a shock, like a stone tossed into water or
alive voice penetrating adream, but when they last met Zanja had been unableto truly fed the impact of
it. Now, with every breeth that lifted Karis' s shoulders, every pulsein her throat, Zanjafelt her own heart
turn over. When Karis turned to her, she did not know what to do. Should she confess? Should she look
away?

Karissad, “I’ ve thought about you constantly.”

Zanjaopened her mouth, but didn’t trust whatever might have come out of it. “How isit possible that you
can act like thiswithout desiring me?’ she might have said.

Karissad, “Take off your pants.”
Zanjafdt adisorientation, then got agrip on hersdlf and said with difficulty, “My legisheding.”

“Please, Zanja, | beg you. Thetrgectory of the pistol ball hastorn up the muscles of your thigh. Evenif it
healsyou'll have scarring inside your leg, and the muscle won't work right because of it, and I'll never be
a peaceif | don'tfix it.”

Zanjaunbuttoned and pulled down her breeches and lay upon her side while Karis cut the bandage from
her thigh. She would turn this experience into atest of discipline, for she seemed to be sorely in need of
such an exercise. “Can you leave the scar?’

“For bragging rights?’ Karis sounded amused.

“| was abandoned by my fellowsin the middle of afirefight because they wanted me dead. That hardly
seems athing to brag about. But I’ d rather not have to explain why | don’'t have a scar to show for it.”

“All right. I'll try to restrain mysdif.”

The violence of metasmithing had not spoiled Karisfor more gentle crafts. She dmost made the heding
seem asif it were not work at all, except that occasionaly adrop of her sweet fell and landed on Zanja's
skin. Zanjaworked to keep her breathing steady and her musclesrelaxed; her old trainers would have
been proud of her. When Karis swarm hands lifted from her thigh, it wasardief but also aloss.

“That’ s better,” Karissaid.



Zanjapulled up the bloodstained remains of her pants. “How do you do it,” she asked shakily, “without
being ableto fed?’

“I fed alittle. It snot much, butit'sal | have.”
“When | think of what you coulddo. . .”

“Don't think about it.”

“The man that got you addicted to smoke—"

“He' sdead dready, not that it does me any good.”
“I'dliketokill him again.”

“You d haveto wait your turn.”

Behind the clear eyes, the powerful, passive muscles, the soot ground into her skm, and the quiet, waiting
expression of her face, lay adeep anger. Zanjasaid, “Karis, you are not tame, merely caged.”

Karis made asound asif she had accidentally diced afinger. “Y ou know, talking to you isabit like
chewing on hot coas.”

Zanjabrokeinto agtartled laugh.
“My raven said you werein ablack despair.”

Zanjasaid grudgingly, “Norina has been askind as| would tolerate, and | guessit’ s done me some
good. Y ou must have done something dramatic, to force her to trest me so gently.”

Karis showed her teeth. “Oh, | did.”
“Did you threaten to come get me yoursdlf?’

“Threaten? No, sheisimmuneto threats. | started to South Hill moments after I’ d gotten your message,
and | challenged Nori to give me areason to turn back and let her go in my place.”

Karislay upon her back and gazed up into asky as blue as her eyes. Her shirt collar was unbuttoned and
swest collected in the hollow of her throat. Zanja shut her eyes and begged the hot afternoon to
anesthetize her. After along time she said, “ But Norinaseems desperately worried, and much as| don't
like her I must respect her. | wish | understood what she understands.”

“Mmm. Thisiswhat you sound like when you' re being diplomatic. It' s not chewing codsanymore, it's
more like—oh, I’m no good at metaphors. Y ou tell me one.”

Zanjatried to think of texture, for dthough Karis could not taste, she surely could fed enough to be able
to tell soft from hard. “ Those crisp cakes with chewy pieces of fruit in them,” she suggested.

“They feed those to me when I’ ve forgotten too many timesto eat. They must be mostly butter. What are
you laughing a7’

“You don't likethose little cakes?’
“I hate being trested likeI’'m aninvalid.”

“I gpologize. It smy own ignorance that makes me resort to indirection. | don’t know what I'm



supposed to say or know. | don’'t know what might hurt or offend you.”

Unlike the sun-parched sky at which she gazed, Karis s eyes were a bright, unfaded blue. She squinted
them shut suddenly, as though sweat stung them. “When Norinatakes you away, you won’t know any
more than you do now.”

“That' s not going to happen,” Zanjasaid.

Karisturned her head. “Norinais my protector because she' s dangerous.”
“Yes, but she hasmoreto losethan | have.”

“Are you going to make me demand that you obey her?’

“Areyou going to treat me like a servant?’

“Are you going to make me choose between you?’

“Why not? Norinamakes you choose.”

“She has agood reason.”

“What good reason could she possibly have?’

Karissaid ungteadily, “1 can’'t tell you.”

“Why not?’

“Because I’'m bound by obligations | can’t explain to you. Why are you so cantankerous? Isit the heat?’

Zanjasad, “From beginning to end, this year has been adisagter. But I’ ve learned something that you
and Norinaboth don’t know: how impossibleit isto really make a choice, when the best choice of al is
an option you couldn’t even imagine.”

Karisblinked up at the glaring sky. “ Say that again, but fill it up with human experience and leave out the
abstract words, and maybe I’ [l understand it.”

“The Sainnites defined my choicesfor me. And before that, the Ashawaa i did the same. Because | am
akatrim, and because the Sainnitesarefools, | an living alifethat | hate. I'm thinking | should do
something dse”

“| seg,” Karissaid.

“In much the same way, Norinamakesit possible for you to live within your cage. And so long as she
helps you tolerate captivity you never will break free. You'll have no reasonto try.”

“Shaftal’sName!” Karis sat up abruptly.
Now ends our friendship, Zanjathought.
“Oh, you are dangerous,” Karissaid.

She settled back onto her elbows, and in the heated silence the accuser bugs suddenly began to shrill.
After along time, she said, “Norinahasingsted that you be left in ignorance, lest you do something
disastrous. But now it seemsthat you have done something disastrous because of your ignorance.”



“Names of the gods! What have | done?’

“I can't tell you—that’ s Norina s business. But | think | will point out to her that to continue to leave you
inignorance seems, at bes, ill-advised,” Karissaid. “And to treat you like a servant seemsrridicul ous,
snce you will not—cannot—act like one—except asakind of play-acting. And to send you away has
proven impossible since no matter how far you go | continue to hold onto you in spite of dl advice and
common sense. Norinaingststhat | must not—cannot—simply cal you my friend. | am asmoke addict,
and sheisaTruthken. Only anidiot would trust my judgment over hers. So tell mewhat | am to do,
Zanja, for | am at aloss”

Zanjasaid, “Why don't you seek the advice of aseer? It just happensthat | know one, and—"

She had to stop, because Karis had begun to howl! with laughter. Nonplused, she waited for Karisto
recover from her mirth, which had a certain bitter edgeto it, for she seemed almost to be sobbing by the
end, and had to wipe her tears on thetail of her shirt. “'Y ou have no idea—" she gasped.

“Noideaat dl,” Zanjaagreed.
“I'msorry,” Karissad. “Tel me about your seer. Tell me how you met.”

“I met Medric on Fire Night,” Zanja began. “ Emil had sent meto find Annis, who had gone rogue after
the Sainnites torched her family’ sfarmstead, and my search brought me to Wilton, where | found her.
But aong the way, something began to happen to me, and | began to do thingsthat madeno sense. . .”

But at least one thing she had done did make sense. She opened the pouch that held her glyph cards, and
shook out from the bottom, where she had nearly forgotten it, the pendant of green stone and silver wire.
“That day | bought thisfor you, though | had no reason to even imagine that | would see you again. |
thought | had lost my mind. | was starting to remember thingsin away that seemed insane. But perhapsit
was, after all, akind of prescience. When the veil between present and past tore apart, so dso did the
vell between present and future. | hadn’t lost my mind; | merely knew something | had no business
knowing.”

She put the pendant into Karis shand. “Y ou see, now | have given you the pendant. | look forward to
someday understanding how everything | did that day makes as much sense as buying this pendant did.”

Karis seemed dumbfounded, and said not aword as Zanjaresumed her tae, but lay back in the grass
with the pendant in her fig, resting againgt her breast, until Zanja had described her last sght of Emiil
gtanding in the middle of the road, and then fdll silent.

Then Karissaid, “Name of Shaftal, it does make sense. Norina has been wrong—wrong from the first
moment | sensed your presence in Shaftdl. Zanja—" She swallowed. She was breathing as though she
had run arace. “Yes, | do want to speak to Medric, very badly.”

“I can bring him to you. Unless |’ ve sordy migudged him, he would make himsdf easy for meto find. He
wants nothing more than to do some good in Shaftal. It doesn't bother you that he' s haf Sainnite?’

AsZanjataked, Karis had gotten to her feet. Now, she gazed down at Zanja, and her face seemed very
far away, and shadowed suddenly as her height blocked out the sun. “What isit exactly that you think |
am?’ she asked.

Zanjastared up at her. The people of the Jurastribe were yellow-haired, blue-eyed, extremely strong
giants. But Karis s Juras mother had been aLadi whore. *Y our father would have been avery big man,”
shesad.



“AndaSannite”

“No doubt. | suppose that would matter to some people.”
“To some people, it isthe most important thing about me.”
“Wadll, Karis, you know some tremendousiidiots.”

Karisleaned over, and took hold of Zanjawith both her hands, and set her on her feet. “So long as
you' re not one of them,” she said, and Zanja saw that she was smiling.

Beyond theinn-yard and the inn, behind the kitchen, grew an undisciplined garden where climbing roses
and fragrant herbs tangled into ablooming thicket, over which bees operated in ahum of industry. The
beehives stood at the garden’ s edge, nearly half adozen of them. Bees bumped into Zanjaand Karis as
they walked acrossthe flight path, their feet crunching in the dried bee corpsesthat littered the ground.
Zanjafollowed Karisinto the tangle of roses, and Karisin turn followed a path to alathe house
overgrown with rich, green vines. The door had fallen off its hinges. Within, Norinalay uponabenchina
mossy shade garden planted beside a spring. The bubbling pond wasfilled with sodden wooden crates
that contained bottles of milk and wine, kept cool by the cold water. The shade garden seemed damp
and amost chilly compared to the sun-sodden outdoors. Norinalay on her sde with her head pillowed
ononearm.

Zanja hesitated at the doorway as Karis knelt beside Norinaand lay a hand upon her gravid torso. She
smiled so swestly that Zanjawondered how anyone could remain angry with her. Even Norinacould be
cgoled, for after amoment her scarred face creased with arare smile. Bits of sunlight that camein
through the lathwork speckled them with sparks of brilliance.

L eaning upon the rotting door post, Zanja saw how it must ways have been between them: bound by an
affection sturdy enough to survive dl the disagreements and power struggles that were inevitable between
two such willful women.

They talked in low voices, then Zanjaheard Karis say, “ Are you certain you want to know?’

Norinaopened her shirt and Karis put ahand insde to fed her belly like the midwife or healer she would
no doubt have been, had the dementsin her blood been lessradically out of balance, and had the story
of her life been lessout of true. “It'sadaughter,” Karis said. “ Ready and restlessto come out of there.
And avigorous child she'll be—how could she not be?’

“How indeed?’ Norinagrumbled. “ Conceived by an earth witch’ s meddling—" Norinabuttoned up her
shirt. “1t'sbeen a bittersweet year,” she said heavily.

They both were silent then, until Norinasaid quietly, “Karis, it'saterrible position you' ve put mein. Ten
years ago, when | offered to help you, | never offered to be your jailer.”

“You've given meten years| wouldn’t have had otherwise. Nori, | want you to tell Zanjawhat you're
afraid she'sdone”

Norinasat up. “No, Karis, | toldyou.. . .”

Karislooked over at Zanja, who would be just ashadow against the blaze of sunlight. “Zanja, come
rHe_”



The grotto smelled of mold and rotten wood, but it certainly offered relief from the heat. Zanjaused her
porringer to dip some water from the spring; it was so cold it made her teeth ache. She brought some
more for Karis, who drank it with the air of one accustomed to doing as her caretakerstold her. Karis
said, when Zanja had squatted on the ground beside her, “ Since Norinarefusesto talk, perhaps you
would talk to her instead. Tell her about Fire Night, and about Medric.”

Zanjatold her tale again. When she had finished, there was asilence. Norma gazed into Zanja sface as
though she were reading and re-reading an unexpected letter and could not decide if the newsit
contained was good or bad. Then she put her head into her hands.

“Truth?' Karissaid.

“A fireblood struth,” Norinasaid grumpily. “Asfull of mystery and metaphor as ablasted book of
poetry. | don’t know what to make of it.”

“Wadll, I think it only sensbleto accept thisseer. In fact, if what you fear isasinevitable asyou say, |
don't see what else we can do.”

“Y ou want to trust him?’ Norina seemed appalled.

“Put him through your Truthken's megt grinder first if you want.”

“A seer? Histruthswill change from one moment to the next. Thereisno point.”
“There must beaway.”

“No, Karis.” She sat forward on the bench, implacable. “No.”

Karissaid, “Nori, | can’'t continue like this.”

Nonnastood up abruptly. “Near fifteen yearsyou' ve trusted me—"

“Sitdown,” Karissaid.

Therewasaslence. To Zanja s surprise, Norina sat down. The spring made soft, lgpping sounds, likea
cat drinking milk. “You arenot infdlible” Karissaid. “1 intend no insult by pointing this out, no more than
you intend to insult me when you remind me of my many weaknesses. Thistime, | want you to trust me.
Tdl Zanjathetruth. Let her find this seer and bring him to me.”

“No.” Zanjahad never heard avoice so cold.
“If youdon't doit, I will.”

“Then you have no further need for my advice. And | have no desireto either struggle with you further or
to participate in your folly. You' Il go to your doom without my help.”

Inthedim light, Karis sface seemed very pae, but thistime she made no move to stop Norinafrom
standing up and leaving. It was Zanjawho legpt up and blocked the door.

“Areyou insane?’ Norinasaid softly.
“You're making amistake.”

They looked at each other, eye to eye, more than long enough for Norinato figure out that Zanjawas no
threat to her, and her entrapment in the lathe house was an illusion. But Norina didn’t move to push past



Zanja. Sheturned and said to Karis, “No matter what | do, | am forsworn. Only you could put mein
such aposgtion.”

Karissad, exasperated, “Y ou' retoo angry to think. Even | know away out of your dilemma.”

It was unusual, and gratifying, to see Norina so taken aback. To see her cold face quirk with wry humor
was even more surprising. “ Y ou’ re getting very subtle for an earth witch,” shetold Karis. And then her
unnerving gaze shifted to Zanja sface. “I assume you' re wondering why Mabin arranged your murder. It
wasto prevent you from delivering to the enemy one of Shafta’s most guarded secrets. But you had
aready done what she most feared, when you crawled through Medric’ swindow on Fire Night.”

“I had?What had | done?’

But Norina apparently had said dl she would say. She shifted her heavy, off-baance torso, pressed her
hands to the small of her hack, and waited. Beyond her, Karis sat with her elbows on her knees and her
chinin her hands. Whatever they were waiting for, they seemed prepared for it to take awhile.

Perhaps they expected Zanjato determine for herself whatever it was that Norina s vows prevented her
from telling her. Zanjatook her glyph cardsfrom their pouch. “Y ou say | know an important secret, but
what secret do | know?” She looked down: in her hand she held the Woman of the Doorway. “Karisis
Shaftd’ s most guarded secret? Why?” She sorted through the cards, wishing for Emil’ singght. Her
fingers stopped: she held the card called Death-and-Life. The G’ deon’ s glyph.

She could not take abresth. Norinaheld her arm in apainful grip. She must have seemed on the verge of
faling over. “But Harad G deon didn’t—" she protested, and stopped. Who redly knew the truth of
what had happened the last day of Hardd' slife? Not many people would have been in his sickroom, and
amost everyone had been killed by the Sainnites soon afterwards. She looked up from the card to Karis,
who was making a serious study of the dirt beneath her feet. “Helaid his hands on you before he died.
He vested you with the power of Shaftd.”

Karisraised her gaze and said to Norina, “Now may | speak? | think sheisunder amisapprehension.”
They waited rather long for Norinato calculate agrudging answer. “Yes.”

“When Harald died, | wasthe only earth witch in Shaftal. They found me and brought meto him at the
last moment of hislife. As hedied, he dumped hisload of power into me. | did not know what was
happening, and it was done without my consent. After it was done, and could not be undone, my
unworthiness was discovered. It became apparent to everyone that Harald could not have intended to
make me his successor, but only to use me as areceptacle.”

“By theninegoddl” Zanjaturned to Norina. “For fifteen years Shaftal has been in turmoil—’

Norinasad quietly, “ Despite having been so foully treated, Karis serves Shaftal with more honor and
cons stency than anyone thought possible.”

It was a statement amazing in its sincerity, for Zanjahad cometo think that Norinaadmired and
respected nobody. Even Karis|ooked rather surprised.

Zanjasaid, “1 mean no disrespect, but | don’t see how.”

“ She accepts obscurity, she chooses not to exercise her sgnificant powers, she resststhe lure of smoke
as much as she can, sheliveswhen sometimes her life is unendurable, and someday she will pass on the
power she carries, and give Shaftal a G’ deon.”



Shaken, chastened, Zanja could scarcely think of aresponse. So this was how awoman so dishonored
might reclaim her honor and even be ahero. Y et the tragedy of Karis slife made her own tragedies seem
amost ordinary. She said, “How can | help her?”’

Norinasad, “1 guess| should have trusted you from the beginning.”

It waslike ariver reversing its course by an act of will, with anew current just asinevitable and
irresgtible asthe old. Zanjamust have been staring a Norinain blank amazement, for Norina sgrim
expression findly gave way to one of sardonic humor. “Now, Zanja, get yoursdlf in hand. Theritua must
be completed.”

“Y ou acted as your duty required,” Zanjasaid.

“Formidabl e enemies can make formidable friends.”

“I’'m hardly in apodtion to refuse—"

“Well, that' sabit haf-hearted,” Norinasaid.

“Theré sno pointinlying to you.”

“That’ strue, but thislittle dramaisfor Karis, not for me.” Norinaglanced at Karis.

“She' ssatisfied enough.” Shetook Zanja' sarm, and propelled her back to the bench and to Karis, who
got up and fiercely embraced them both.

Norinasaid, “You weregoing to let meleave.”
“And you were going to go.”

They examined each other rather cautioudy. For the length of their friendship, Zanjathought, Norina had
been reading Karis back to hersdlf like abook read to a blind woman. Surely she must have been
unnerved to look up from her reading and find the other chair empty and the door standing gar.

Zanjasad, “You'reafraid that Medric knows of Karis, even though | told him nothing?’

“She created you,” Norinasaid, “just like she created these blades we carry, just like she created the
ravens. So sheisin you, and when Medric met you, he met her aswell. It may take sometimefor the
smadll bit of truth he's seen to become awhole, but if he' sthe seer you say heis, then it will happen.”

“So | mugt find him, just as Karis says.”
“Wadl, | must consult with Mabin before we do anything.”

“Y ou know that won't work,” Karissaid. “Giving birth will lay you up for awhile, and you won't even
be around to consult with anyone. And if Mabin forbids usto contact him, as|’m sure she will, what
then?'Y ou know that Zanjawon't stand quietly by while Mabin’'s ns hunt Medric down.*

“Good luck to them,” said Zanja. “That man has dready outsmarted the smartest commandersin Shaftal.
But no, | don’t owe Mabin any loyalty. Medric, however, deserves dl thehelp | can givehim.”

Norinasad, “Unlike both of you, | till answer to the councilor, and will until | die. Sowhat am | to do?’

“Go ahead and write her aletter,” Kanssaid. “Tell her what we' re doing, but don't ask permission.”



“Shewon't be happy. She'll say you' re overreaching yourself, and she'll blame me.”

Karissad, “Oh, I'm sure she will. But you can endureit.”

Chapter Twenty-one

“Don't send that |etter!”

Awakened by Medric’s cry, Emil put an arm around him. Sometimes, when Medric becamerestlessin
his dreams, Emil could soothe him without awakening him. But Medric turned away, mumbling urgently.

The sky had clouded over. A summer shower would give relief from the dust, thought Emil. He got up to
check the oilcloth that covered the trunks of booksin the back of the wagon. When he returned, he
found Medric stting up in the tangle of blankets, fumbling frantically for his spectacles.

“WEe re running out of time!” Medric looked around himsdf rather wildly.
“Areyou awake? Or ill adeep?’

“I'mnot sure. | can’t see.”

Emil found his spectaclesfor him. Medric peered up at him and said, “I' m awake.”

Five daysthey had been traveling lazily, following the wagon down the dusty road, holding hands. It was
summer, and al across Shafta, Sainnites and Paladins were desperately killing each other. Emil knew this
holiday of his could not last long, but gill he asked, “What are we running out of timefor?’

“Zanjaislooking for me,” Medric said. “ She needs us both, more urgently than she knows. But we can't
leave the books. How much further do you think we have to go?’

“Four daystravel, or thereabouts. Whereis she?’
“Oh, | don't know.” Medric disengaged himself from the blankets. “I’ll tdll you if | can seeamap.”

Emil fetched the map and lit the lantern. When he sat down, Medric leaned againgt him. Emil tucked him
close and kissed his head.

“Maybe we can just ignore everything,” Medric suggested.

“I don't believe that’ san option you' Il find in Way of the Seer.” Emil kissed him again, and unfolded the
map. Medric pointed. Emil asked, “ Strongbridge? What is she doing there?’

“Being ahinge of history.” Medric 9ghed. “Oh, well. Theletter’ sgoing to be sent, and nothing | can do
will stopit. If I could, maybeit wouldn't make any difference anyway.” He studied the map. “1 suppose
that to find me, Zanjawill go to where she knows | was last, and wait for me to cometo her. She'll wait
afew days, and eventually work her way to Haprin, for she knows | shipped my books there, doesn’'t
she? And then she' Il be able to find out that you and | 1eft together, and perhaps even which way we
headed. So she' | guess where we're going, because she' s been to your shepherd'’ s cottage before, and
come after us”



“Shewill,” Emil agreed, stunned by the smplicity of it. So this was how Rees Company had been
systematicaly daughtered, one person a atime. It was best not to think about it.

Medric rolled up the map, and blew out the lamp. “ After we' ve secured the books, we'll turn back and
go to her, and meet her on the road somewhere. Now we can sleep.”

But when Emil awoke at dawn, Medric was still awake, and had spent the night pacing back and forth,
watching the clouds gather and then disperse without issuing asingle drop of ram.

Karis came home again to Meartown, to the furnaces and the forges and the teams of gigantic horses
hauling wagonloads of ore from the nearby mines. Because Meartown was less than aday’ sfoot journey
from Strongbridge, Norina had reluctantly let her go as she had come, alone. Norinahad her own
journey home to make: to her first home, the seaside village far on the southern coagt, to the rambling
house in which she had been born, and where her older sster now ruled, abenign matriarch by all
accounts.

The region of Mear was aplace of hogtile, stony hillsdes and occasiona, straggling trees, home to many
kinds of mice and the foxes and hawks that ate them, but unfarmable and, except for afew places, too
barren even for sheep. In spring afew tiny flowers bloomed among the stones; in winter the snow
blanketed the land and blew into driftstaller than Karis could reach. Y e, for hundreds of years
Meartown had thrived in the middle of thiswasteland, its fires stoked by cod mined from the same hills
that the iron came from; al its other needs came in by wagon. The road to Meartown was like aheart’s
artery, and there was no road better laid or maintained in al of Shaftal. All summer long the road crew
wandered that road, filling potholes and replacing stones; dl winter long that same crew worked the
snowplows.

The barren land inspired abarren kind of love, an intellectua and passionless appreciation for its empty
spaces and harsh, stony ridges. By day, the sky was brown with coal smoke, and she spent most of
those days within the gray city of the forges. Hemmed in by stone and metal, she longed for green and
living things. She sighed as she waked into Meartown that afternoon and waved ahand at Mardeth, who
collected the gate tall from outsiders. “ So you' re back,” Mardeth called. “Have you eaten today?’

Karis sat down by the town well and ate the lunch that the inn had packed for her that morning—more of
those dumplings that had made Zanja cry, there by theriver.

Present yet absent, Zanjamoved across the countryside like aspark of light through darkness. If Karis
had shut her eyes and started to walk, she would have walked directly to her sde. With her whole being,
she yearned to do that very thing.

In Strongbridge, Karis had bought Zanjaan ugly, hammer-headed, evil tempered horse. With one touch,
Karis had won the willful horse' s abject devotion. The horse, who she named Homely, proved himsdf a
sturdy mount, with an easy, light gait and an eagernessto run that Zanjadid not dwaysreinin. She had
left with most of Norina s equipment: her saddle, her spare shirt, her cooking gear, and her maps. Zanja
had never seen such beautifully drawn and detailed maps, though many of the details made no senseto
her. They werejudicid maps, Norinasaid, copied from an origina that till survived in asecret archive.
But Norina had overwritten the maps with her own notations, which had been incorporated when the
map was re-drawn by an artist who could not resist ornamenting what blank space remained with



drawings of boats, trees, castles, and the like. The maps had been re-drawn perhaps a dozen times since
Norinafirg began carrying them, and now she admitted that even she sometimes had difficulty
distinguishing the roads from the welter of detall.

Following obscure but direct routes, along byways and cowpaths that are usualy known only to locals,
Zanjatraveled east and then south, and in six days hardly saw a single soul. Not until she drew closeto
Haprin and camped for afew daysjust over the hill from the main road did she even have a
conversation—with an enterprising farm girl who visited every day to sell her eggs, bread, and milk. With
nothing to do but wait and think, Zanjafound hersdf sorting through the events of her life asthough they
were glyph cards, picking and choosing which ones had significance, and deciding what that Significance
would be. She had not spent such a peaceful time since she could remember.

At lagt, she roused hersdf to go into Haprin and make inquiries. A watch woman at one of the
warehouses was much taken with her, and for the price of adinner told of a bespectacled young man
who had dept beside his shipment for some days before he was joined by an older man, and they |eft
with the trunks, by wagon, headed for the ferry. Y es, aman with hair going gray, hisface creased by
wind and sun, but definitely not afarmer. “A Paladin,” said the watchwoman, who by the end of the mesl
was speculatively stroking Zanja s knife-scarred hand.

“| don’t suppose he had alimp.”
“Yes, hedid. But anight with that young fellow did him aworld of good.”

“You amaze me,” Zanjamurmured, more amazed, in fact, than she let on. Though the friendly
watchwoman was appealing enough, Zanja disappointed her hopes, and went back to her solitary camp,
to gaze up at the brilliant stars and think of Karis.

In Strongbndge, after Karis had gone to her room to smoke and then degp under the watchful guard of
Norina stireless assstant, Norinaand Zanja had shared a fine supper. Aswasinevitable, Norina
commented on how well Zanjawas comporting hersdf, and particularly complimented her effortsto keep
secret the fact that shewasin love with Karis. The Truthken was not as unsympathetic as Zanjahad
feared she would be, but neither had she held back the facts, both about how Karis had been brutalized
in Laal, and about how smoke irrecoverably destroys sensation. The unpleasant conversation certainly
had helped to cool Zanja s ardor.

But shelay now, thinking of Karis sbig, gentle hands stroking her injured thigh. That touch had ruined
her, she thought wryly, for now she wanted nothing else. She could only hope, as she had promised
Norina, that she would recover quickly.

The next day, as she rode down the main road to the ferry, Karis s raven dropped out of the sky onto
her shoulder. “ Something iswrong!”

A dartled farm family that shared the road with her drew back, staring fearfully.

“What do you mean?’ she asked the raven. “Did Karis send you to me? Did you see something from the
arr that | should know about?’

The raven uttered a strangled caw, as though he had half forgotten how to talk. “It isKaris,” he managed
to say. “ Something iswrong with Karis.”

Zanjanever got on theferry.



Seven days later, in an evening that had turned suddenly cool after sunset, Zanjarode up to the
Meartown gates. The stars had come out, and the gate was closed: agate of iron forged in the form of
ivy climbing atrellis, with spear-shaped leaves tipping the gate stop, edged, no doubt, with sharpened
stedl. Though Zanja had dlowed Homely regular rest, she had scarcely dept, and now she saw the
beautiful, deadly gate with aterrible clarity of exhaustion and panic. Not since the night of the frogs hed
she been forced to function in spite of such horror. “ Something iswrong!” she shouted at the cranky old
woman who came too dowly out the metal-hinged door of her stone house. The town stank of dust and
codl.

“Stop ringing the cursed bell,” the woman said, holding her ears. “ The town’s children are adeep.”

Zanjamade her hand stop pulling the bell rope. Her exhausted horse had not even jumped at the noise of
theringing.

“And come back in the morning,” the woman said. “Y ou can deep by the road there. There’ sapump so
you can water your horse.”

“I'll dlimb the gateif | have to, and come pounding at your cottage door.”
The woman said dryly, “Thisis Meartown. We know how to make agate here.”

She started to turn away, and Zanja shouted at her back, “ Do you know Karis? Do you know her best
work? Look herel* Shethrust her dagger through the gate' s bars. ” She doesn't give these bladesto
many people, does she? For pity’ s sake, look a me, ook at the raven on my shoulder. | am her friend!”

The woman took the dagger from Zanja s hand, scrutinized it, and gave it back. “Y ou do have afine
blade,” she said doubtfully. She peered through the gate at the bird on Zanja s shoulder. “ And a strange

pet.
“Mardeth,” the raven said, thefirst word he' d spoken in many days. “Help her.”

“Shaftal’s Name!” The woman snatched up the key at her waist and unlocked the gate. Zanjadl but fell
through asit swung open. “ Y ou're not the one | expected,” Mardeth said.

“I'm Zanja. Norind s pregnant.”

“Wall, blessings upon her,” Mardeth said automatically. She examined Zanja, then stepped forward to
take Homely’sreins. “Y ou’ ve had abad time of it. Comein and take a bite to eat, before | show you the
way to Lynton and Dominy’shouse. You'll be needing your strength, won't you.”

Zanjafollowed her, too dazed with hunger and wearinessto protest or demand an explanation. It wasn't
until she sat in the woman' s kitchen with the teakettle starting to hiss and some bread and cold meat
before her that she thought to wonder why the gatekeeper might have been expecting Norinato come
franticaly ringing the gate bell in the middie of the night. She nearly leapt up and ran out to the yard,
where the woman was watering the horse and giving him some hay, but she made herself egt instead.
She' d be needing her strength, Mardeth had said.

Mardeth camein, and cut her apiece of pie. “Y our horseisn't in too bad shape. Leave him with me
tonight, and I’ll have him shod in the morning. Looks like you’ ve been keeping him in oats but not feeding
yoursdf. Areyou out of money?’

“I’ve got enough for the shoeing.”



“Asif the blacksmith would accept asingle coin from you. I'll send around to the other mastersmiths and
take a collection to help you on your way. We were getting ready to send out some people ourselves.

It' staken usthislong to figure out that she's not somewhere nearby, off her head or injured somewhere.
Six days we ve been scouring the countryside. What' s the matter with you?’

Zanjahad knocked the pieinto her 1ap and sent the plate spinning to the hearth, where it clanged on the
stones like the gate bell, and set the woman’ s dog to barking. “ She' s disappeared?”’

“Yes, of course she' s disappeared. What else are you here for?’
“Theraven couldn’t tell mewhat waswrong. | thought she might beill.”

“Waell now, that'sodd,” the woman said, looking askance at the raven, who paced restlesdy aong the
back of achair. “Very odd indeed. Not that | know athing about elemental ways, but they say awitch’'s
familiar knows everything she knows, and if the raven doesn’t know anything, what does that mean, |
wonder?’

Mardeth rousted up aneighbor to let them out the gate and keep an eye on it while she was gone.
“Lynton and Dominy live up there aways.” She pointed into the nearby hills. “Karis haslived with them,
oh, for someyears. There’' s some trees up there, and a bit of a spring, and it seems to make her happy.”

Asthey hurried up the steep, scrupulously maintained road, Mardeth told Zanja how it had happened
that Karis disappeared in the middle of the night, but no one redlized anything was amiss until the next
evening, when the forge magter findly came looking for her at her house. They had wasted dl thetime
sncethen trying to find her in the environs of Meartown, having assumed that she had cometo harm
somehow on one of her wanderings. That her harm might have come in the form of ahuman being
seemed not to have occurred to any of them until finally one of the two men noticed a broken door latch
in Karis room. “In dl the yearsthey’ ve known her,” Mardeth said, “she' s never broken anything. She
can be clumsy as an ox, but she’ s never even cracked ateacup. And it was agood, strong, Mearish
latch. No, someone must have broken it to get into her room from outside. But why would anyone wish
to do her harm? Especially someone from around here?’

She glanced at Zanjaand redlized she was weeping. “Now then,” she said awkwardly. “I’'m surewe |l
find her.”

Something about the image of Karis blundering around a kitchen with afragile teacup in her hand had |eft
Zanjadevastated, and she could scarcely stem her tears even when they arrived at the cottage, where
two aged men welcomed them in. They seemed eager when they redlized Mardeth was at their door,
perhaps even hopeful that she brought good news. But when they saw Zanja sface, they fdll to weeping
themsdlves. “ She' sdead, isshe?’ said one.

“Now cam down, you,” Mardeth snapped. “We know nothing at al, and the stones themsalves would
defend her from harm. Put on the kettle there, Dominy. Thison€e' sjust in tears because she didn’'t know
until now what had happened. Shelll bedl right in aminute, when it' sdone sinking in. Now al of you it
down and I'll make thetea.”

“No, | want to see her room,” Zanjasaid. Lynton took her down the dark hall through awide door at the
end, and Zanja stood there in the doorway to Karis' bedroom as the man hurried to light a couple of
lamps. The flamesilluminated a high, raftered celling, high enough that even Kariswould not haveto
worry about banging her head on it, and several pieces of oversized furniture: achair, awork table piled



with books and debris, a settle by the fireplace, ahuge, high bed with the linensin disarray, and adouble
door constructed almost entirely of glassthat looked out upon agarden. The old man swung the doors
open and showed Zanjathe broken latch.

“Was her room in such amess when you found it? The bed and such?’

The old man shrugged. “No different from usua. We d comein every few days and clean for her, not
that she noticed. She never had time for tidying up, and never logt anything, anyway.”

Zanjasat on the settle. She waslearning more about Karis now that she was missing than she'd ever
learned in her presence. “Would you leave me alone, please?’

“Of course. Madam.” He touched hisforehead, an old-fashioned gesture of respect rarely seen these
days. Not only had they all assumed she was amember of the Lilterwesslike Norina, but he, at least,
apparently assumed she was aranking member. He left the room without another word.

The room was gill imbued with Karis's presence. The raven, who had comein with her, flew to a
claw-scarred chair back near one of the windows and fluffed up his feasthers deepily. Faintly, Zanjacould
hear voicesin the kitchen, and the sound of water being poured for tea. She picked up abook from the
floor, and pdled out itstitle: Principles of Clarity. Some of its pages were bent, as though Karis had
tossed it impatiently aside. A smal pot on the hearth contained a hardened, resinous substance—hide
glue, Zanjathought, which would soften when warmed, and harden again when taken off thefire.

Zanjastood up abruptly, and began methodically searching the room. In the trunk were more books and
afew articles of clothing, some clean and roughly mended, some dirty and stinking of the forge and
Karis sweat. The shegpskin jerkin that Karis had been wearing when they first met lay in there, and
severd pairs of socks, badly darned. The men who looked after Karis were not much good with a
needle, apparently.

Small models of machinery, constructed of dips of wood and amber dabs of glue, cluttered the tabletop.
A book lay open to a page of diagrams of waterwhedls, but thiswas no grain mill Karis had been
designing. Zanjaturned one of the miniature whedl's, and watched it operate athing like ahammer.
Another one operated a bellows, of the kind used in theforge. Karis s model was so precisethat it even
blew little, rhythmic puffsof air.

Zanja hunted through the room, but though she found Karis s belt on the floor, with sheathed knife, tin
cup and various smd| tools still dangling fromit, she did not find pipe or smoke purse. Zanja checked for
loose boardsin the floor, felt the stones of thewall, and findly found Karis hiding place in the chimney,
where asmall stone had cracked loose from its mortar. A wooden box was crammed into the hollow
behind it and could only be worked loose with greet effort. At last Zanjadid open thelid and folded
back the ailcloth covering; it wasfilled to the top with small cubes of smoke, at least haf ayear’ ssupply.
Since Karis s kidnappers had not hunted for this supply, they must have brought some with them. Surely
awoman who could unlock doors with atouch would easily escape, unless her captors kept her
continuoudy under smoke. She was being poisoned three or even four timesaday.

Now Kariswould be—had aready become—like al the other smoke users. Something was wrong, the
raven said, and then he began, inexorably, to become ordinary. The evidence had lain before Zanjaall
along. Kariswas not dead yet, but she might aswell be dead.

Zanjabegan to think again: cold, hard thoughts. She took out her glyph cards and picked out the four



glyphsthat, among other things, symbolize the four directions. Ten timesin arow she plucked the same
card from the four in her hand, the one with the glyph that meant “north.”

Shefell adeep on Karis sbed. One of the men camein later, to take the boots off her feet and tuck a
blanket around her againgt the chill. Shetried to say something to him about the morning, but he hushed
her, saying, “We |l take care of everything.” One by one, he blew out the lamps.

Chapter Twenty-two

They brought Homely to her at dawn. He had bitten the man who tried to ride him, and so they led him to
her, ignominioudy tethered behind a stolid cart horse. His hooves were newly shod, histack and all
Zanja s gear refurbished, and his saddlebags werefilled with food. “Isthe blacksmith dl right?” Zanja
asked Mardeth.

“Oh, he' sused to temperamental horses.” Homely bared histeeth a Zanja, and she had to grab the
raven by thefeet to keep it from taking flight at the sight of al the people who had come to see her off,
but horse and raven both calmed down once she was mounted. Mardeth handed her amoney pouch,
and Dominy gave her sweet rolls and boiled eggsto eat as she rode. Two or three dozen other people
had made the trek to the hollow for no other purpose, it seemed, than to stand around and look at her.
Mar-deth murmured that some of them stood ready to accompany Zanja, if she wanted them.

“It' snot numbers| need,” Zanja said, though she would have given dmost anything to have Ransd, or
Emil, or even Noring, at her Sde. As sherode away, a chorus of good wishes shouted after her. When
she looked back, thetownsfolk al stood in aforlorn huddle around the two old men, who were still
waving their red kerchiefs. Ten yearsthey had looked after Karis, as much as she would let anyone look
after her. “ldiots,” Zanjamuttered. She needed someoneto rage at.

* * %

At noon, the raven spoke. “Pendant,” he said.

Zanjahad been riding cross-country, following whatever animd trails and streambeds she could find that
went more or less northward. She had recently stumbled onto a deeply rutted dirt road. While the horse
rested, Zanja searched up and down the stretch of road, sometimes knedling in the muck that remained
from arecent rain sorm. Findly, she found it, buried in the mud: the pendant of green stone that she had
given Karisbesdetheriver in Strongbridge. A torn piece of green ribbon trailled from it as she pulled it
out of the mud. Karis must have torn the ribbon that first dawn, when she started to come out from under
smoke, and realized something was wrong, before her kidnappers forced her to smoke again. That was
the dawn that the raven had flown to Zanjawith his dreadful message.

“You' rewatching, aren’t you Karis?' Zanjasaid, after she had started on her way again, with the raven
on her shoulder. “I can’t fedl you any more, but at least sometimes you still see methrough theraven. |
must seem very far away to you, just as you seem to me. Can you hear me now?’

“Yes,” theraven said.

“Canyou tell mewhereyou are?’



“Mabin,” theraven sad.
“Mabin? Has she been captured aso?’
The raven looked at her blankly, and said nothing more.

The countryside remained treeless and desolate, and the road she followed northward seemed to go
nowhere, though wagons traveled it often enough to keep the grass from growing in the ruts. Norina s
maps showed empty, un-annotated countryside.

One morning, as Zanja saddled her horse behind the knoll where she had spent the night, asinglerider
loped past. The only remarkable thing about him was his horse, aluxury Zanja could not have afforded if
she hadn’t been given money so generoudy by friends and by strangers. She continued more cautioudly,
traveling far to one side of the road rather than upon it. Here and there were sudden fingers of rock
pointing at the sky. She noticed, atop one of these, awatchkeep huddled in the shade of alean-to that
looked amogt like apile of brush, if one didn’t look too closdy. Zanjadipped past in the countryside
behind him, where the lean-to blocked his view, and from there she could see the little bell tower upon
which he could ring hisdarm.

She soon came upon the thing he guarded: alush green valley much like the valey of her birth, witha
small, but busy village at one end—avillage with walls, and a sentry at the gate. The valey had been
carved out of the earth by ariver that cut a deep swath across the countryside as far as Zanja could see
inether direction. Thisriver, at least, appeared on Norina s map, though the valey and the village did
not. As she watched the village from the rim of the valley, Zanjaredized it wasnot avillage a al, but a
military settlement—not of Sainnites, but of Paladins. She had found the hidden heart of the Shaftdi
resstance; Shaftal’ s government in exile.

Both the glyphs and her own judgment pointed inexorably into the valley. Zanjawanted to violently brush
away the possihilitiesthat tickled at her skin. Had Karis been kidnapped and crudlly drugged, not by
Sainnites, but by the Paladins?

To bresk into a Paladin stronghold without assistance or even the vaguest idea of whereto hunt for Karis
seemed insanely foolhardy. She would do it tonight, she decided, and shut her eyesto think.

It was awarm summer afternoon, and the accuser bugs droned their shrill cursesdown inthevalley.
Nearby, Homely chomped away at the grass, and the raven, perched overhead atop a pointed rock,
cleaned hisfeathers busly. It was a commonplace kind of sound, like the rustling of paper. In the midst of
her dismay, Zanjafdt asudden, unlikely sensation of peace.

When she opened her eyes, the summer sun hung low and red, glaring into her face like cods of afire.
She could till hear the rustling paper sound, but she could not see the raven. Sherolled over, groaning,
for she had fallen adeep with her back against the pile of rocks. The man stting nearby turned a page of
the book in hislap, nodding and chuckling to himsdlf. His spectacles were glazed red with sunset. “ Dear
gods,” Zanjasad.

Medric looked up from his book. He seemed rather the worse for wear: arag tied back his stringy hair,
and dust covered hisdrab clothing. “I guessyou weretired. Some warrior you are.”

Two additional horses grazed companionably with Homely on the other side of the clearing. She got
siffly to her feet, and found a smokelessfire burning at the other side of the rock pile, wherea
soot-black pot stood empty, and a porcelain tegpot steeped upon a stone. Emil sat there on hisfolding
stoal, just looking up from the book upon hisknees. “Y ou're awake at last. Now we shall have some
answers”



“You'veleft South Hill?”

He closed the book carefully, and wrapped it in ajacket of leather. “1t wastime | remembered what my
lifewas about.”

“I hopeyou're hereto help me.”

“Sit down. Despite that nap, you still ook ready to collapse.” Emil opened his padded box and took out
two teacups. “Why e se would we rush up here into the wilderness like madmen chased by rabid hounds,
except to help you? Help you do what, by the way?’

Medric sat on Zanja sother Sde. “Zanja, | see history rippling away from you.”

Emil smiled affectionately at the Sainnite seer. “Medric isfull of wild stories he' s made up from reading
too many books.”

Medric said, “It’s not possible to read too many books. To read too few, now that’s possible.”

“Medric saysthere sathird road for Shaftal. We—the three of us—are at the crossroads, he says.” Emil
offered Zanjaacup of tea. The cup might have been made of flower petalsthat released addicious
fragrance. Somewhere, Emil had invested in some very expensive tea. Shetook asip. Her hands were
shaking like any smoke addict’s.

Medric said, “ Zanja, whereisthe lost G’ deon? Somehow, she must be saved!”
Emil murmured, “ Set that cup down before you drop it. It’ sirreplacesble, you know.”
Zanjaput the cup on the ground.

Medric said, “| saw her in adream, awoman like a mountain, but shackled hand and foot, blinded, with
her tongue cut out. . . .”

Emil put hisarm around her. Zanjalay her head back upon his shoulder and stared up at the sun-red sky,
which swirled and swam in her vison. “But sheis not the G’ deon.”

“Sheis. | know what | dreamed. Theland criesout to her to giveit heding.”

Emil said, “ Zanja, have mercy. Who isshe?’

“Karis. The Woman of the Doorway. How can she be G’ deon .. . a haf-Samnite smoke addict?’
“She' sasmoke addict?” Emil cried.

“She’'s Sainnite?” said Medric.

“But if Hardd G’ deon meant to choose her, and not just to use her asakind of storage, then every
moment, from the day of her birth—and even before—the people of thisland havefaled her.” And then
it cameto Zanja, the truth she had not wanted to know, and she started wildly to her fegt, crying, “Mabin
did thisto her, and it' smy fault! Dear gods—" Something wasimpeding her, and she struggled with it
blindly until amild voice entered her awareness, saying her name. Medric stood before her, his hair
having come loose, somewhat out of breath. Emil had her by the arms, from behind.

“Sitdown,” hesaid. “You're off your head and that’ s never good when someone carries weapons as
sharp asyours. Sit down and explain.”



She sat back down, her knees gone wesak, and let Emil talk her into some semblance of calm, until he
trusted her with ateacup again.

Medric said, “The G’ deon’ s choice of asuccessor had to be confirmed, isn't that right?’

Zanjasad, “Norinatold me that Harald waited until the last possible moment to send for Karis, and then
hedid it in secret. But perhaps he did it on purpose, so he could get around the council, for everyone
knowsthat he was a odds with them, and with Mabin in particular.”

“Wel, it' struethat Hardd' slast years were fraught with controversy,” said Emil. “For heinsgsted that we
accept the Sainnites, which was avery unpopular idea. Areyou saying that for fifteen years we have had
a G’ deon vested but not confirmed? And that she has been willing to livein obscurity al thistime, while
theland istorn to ruins around her?” Emil paused, and shook his head, and added more gently, “By
Shaftal, what else could she honorably have done? To exercise such power outside the congtraints of the
Lilterwess—"

Zanjasad, “ She was congtrained, not just by smoke but by Mabin, who indirectly controlled her through
Norina, who exercised dl her formidable powersto keep Karistractable.”

“Norina?’ Medric said.
“The Truthken, Karis s oldest friend.”

Emil said dryly, “Ah, | see. Air logic. Inflexible and absolutist. No doubt Norina believes sheisdoing her
duty. But what do you mean when you say Mabin did thisto her? What has been done, and why do you
blame yoursdf?’

“Someone sent aletter,” Medric said.

“Norinasent aletter. To Mabin.”

“And Mabin did what?’

“She kidnapped Karis. And holds her prisoner down there, in that garrison.”

Medric said, “ So whatever wasin that letter convinced Mabin she needed to act, and quickly.”
“Theletter told her that Karis had sent meto find you, and bring you to her.”

Medric looked baffled, but Emil said, “Oh, | see”

“What?'

“Wdl, what would you havetold Karis, when you met her?’

Medric said, “ That sheisthe hope of Shafta.”

“And that,” said Emil, “Would be the one thing Mabin never wants Karisto hear. Not from a seer,
anyway. Not if sheintendsto keep Karisfrom knowing the truth.”

“Mabin doesn’t command the border people,” Zanjasaid, “so she doesn’'t command me.”

“Me neither, obvioudy,” Medric said cheerfully. “How soon do you want to leave, Zanja? Shdl | load
my pisols?’



Emil put hishead in hishands. “ She till commands me. Which of my vows and beliefsshdl | betray
today?’

Zanjasad, “Wdll, thetruth is—" She had to take a breath to steady hersdf. “Truthis, | have no hope of
rescuing Karis. All | can do isto rescue her living remains. She has been under smoke day and night for
over ten days now. To save what little can be saved is hardly worth becoming forsworn for.”

Emil raised his head. “But fire logic can encompass the grandest of contradictions, and | have done my
share of encompassing these last few days. Why should | not continue?’

On Zanjd s other Sde, Medric uttered a snort of laughter.

Emil continued gravely. “ So of course | will go with you to rescue what survives of our G’ deon. And
perhaps once we have done that we will find something elseto save from this disaster. Surely threefire
bloods together can redeem even the most hopeless situation.”

Medric went away to load his pistols, which was atask complex enough by daylight, but which seemed
to give him no difficulty even in the darkness. He had been raised to be asoldier, after dl. Zanjasaid to
Emil, “I thought you were acdlibate.”

“Hmm. Of course my position required agrest deal of restraint, but surely you didn't think it was by
choice. Fire blood and celibacy? Y ou know better than that.”

“Yes,” sheadmitted.
“So. | dways suspected that with Annisyou were settling for a poor subgtitute.”

“You know morethan | did,” Zanjasaid. “Y ou’ re usudly very good at minding your own business,
Emil”

He chuckled. “ And you're usudly better at protecting yoursdf from aprying old man.” Hetook her
hand. “ A smoke addict. Y ou might aswell be celibate. Why do you say this disaster isyour fault?’

“When | first met Karis, Norinasaid | would endanger her, by making her restless. If Karishad smply
stayed as she was, passive and invisible as she has been, Mabin would have had no reason to do

anything to her.”
“That certainly soundslikeair logic,” said Emil dryly. “But you and I, we know better.”

Though the village walswere well guarded, it was not particularly difficult to breach them. Two
presciants and a seer could hardly help but recognize the moment it was safe to climb thewall. They
scrambled over and huddled in the shadows on the other side as awatchman passed, and then Zanja
whispered, “This place has never been attacked, | gather, or they would not be so relaxed.”

“It' snever even been discovered,” Emil said. “The closest Sainnite garrison isalong way from here, you
know, and the Mearish folk are notorioudy secretive. But the few survivors of thefall are housed here,
and so | doubt anyone ever becomes complacent.”

They set forth, walking in agroup, like soldiers done with the day’ swork, and what with the dark night
and the unlit streets they were able to cross from one end of the small village to the other without
attracting notice. They saw no taverns or shops, just a series of resdentia buildings that |looked agood



dedl like military barracks, and agrest exercise yard at the village center, with ahuge horse stable. The
settlement was even about the same size as the Wilton garrison, and Zanja noticed Medric shaking his
head as though bemused.

“I have no ideawhere your Karisis,” Medric said, when they had crossed the village. “ She' s here,
though.”

“WEe ve got the whole night to wander the streets,” Emil said. “ And tomorrow night, and the night after
that.”

Zanjapulled the four glyph cards from insde her shirt, and shuffled a them while looking &t the sarsto
establish asense of direction. The card she chosetold her to go south, back the way they had come.

They paced back down the wide boulevard, pausing at every cross-street to shuffle the cards. “Now this
isvery conspicuous behavior,” Emil commented.

Prescience had away of fraying away into ambiguity and uncertainty if it wasrelied upon too ddiberately.
When, while standing upon one street corner without moving, the glyphstold Zanjato go south, then
west, then south again, she was not much surprised. “I guesswe' refinished,” she muttered, and stuck the
cardsinto her shirt.

Emil nudged her and pointed at Medric. He had wandered up against the wall of thetal corner building,
which had no windows at dl on thefirst floor, and he was gazing upward at alit window. He gestured at
them sharply, and they dove into the shadows against the wall as abig, dump-shouldered, shambling
figure moved restlesdy to the window, only to be eased impatiently away by another, smaler person.

Emil put his hand on Zanja s shoulder. She was, she redlized, scratching at the mortared stone with her
fingernails, asthough to dig through into the building with her bare hands.

Medric came up to them. “ Just for asecond there, | felt the mountainsturn over intheir deep.”

Emil grabbed them both by their deeves and marched them a distance away. “ Ther€ sagood reason
why nobody quite trusts usfire bloods. One minute we re inspired visionaries, the next we re drooling
idiots. Don't you two turn idiotic on me.”

A black shape hurtled at them from out of the darkness overhead. Zanja snatched the raven out of the air
before he plummeted into Emil’ s ssomach. The raven uttered a squawk, then settled down and let Zanja
perch him upon her shoulder. “The good raven doesn't see wdl in the dark,” she explained. Then, a
thought cameto her. “Karis, do you hear me?’

“Yes,” theraven said, and Medric and Emil both jumped with surprise.
“Liedown and pretend to deep, and be patient. Can you do that?’
“Yes,” theraven sad.

“Then do it now. We are coming for you, but you must wait for us.”

They walked through the village and came back at the building from another direction. The building' sonly
door opened into awaled courtyard rather than directly to the street. The courtyard’ s arched gate stood
closed and locked. Thewall was smooth, impossible to climb. Nor was there enough space to dip over



the top of the gate even if it could be surmounted. In any case, the courtyard had an aert watchman, who
paced determinedly from one end to the other, and paused every couple of roundsto peer through the
gate and examine the roadway. The other three walls of the house presented blank faces, and offered no
accessto the roof, either, evenif it were possible to get from the roof into Karis' room.

Zanjadrew her companions away from the building again, to the shadows of another street corner. Emil
was vigoroudy shaking his head, though she had not said aword. “We are not assassins,” he hissed.

Zanjaturned on himin afury. “Well then, if we can't attack the guard, what are we supposed to do?
Rattle the gate and ask politely to belet in?’

“Zanja, these are our people, not our enemies.”
“It doesn’'t matter!”

“Right now it doesn’t. Later, when you can't forget that once you were awarrior, but then you became a
murderer, it will matter very much. Y ou have agood reason for killing that young man. All murderers
have agood reason for doing what they do.”

Medric hushed them urgently. “ Thisis not the place to argue mora philosophy.”
“I should never have accepted your help,” Zanjamuttered.

“But you did, and now you' re stuck with me. Zanja, listen to me: If they were going to kill her outright,
they would have doneit by now. So let’s study the problem and come up with asolution we dl can live
with. We havetime.”

They found a sheltered place within sight of the walled courtyard, and settled down in the shadows.
Medric promptly fell adeep, with his head upon Emil’ s shoulder. Emil seemed to doze aswell, but Zanja
kept watch asthe night settled into a tillness broken only by the ring of the guard’ siron-studded hedls
upon stone.

The stars gradualy disappeared, and there was afaint rumble of thunder. Aslightning flickered suddenly
over thevillage walls and thefirst scattered drops of rain began to fal, she heard hurried footsteps and a
man in arain cape came around the corner and rushed up to the gate, cursing. The guard in the courtyard
came over, and they argued bitterly asthe gate lock rasped open. The gate swung open and now both
men stood outside of it, Still arguing. A blinding flash of lightning illuminated their faces, distorted with rage
and streaked with rain. The two men flinched from the light. Then they wordlessy traded places, one
stepping into the courtyard, one sarting angrily down the Strest.

Zanjahad braced her pistols, one upon each knee. Asthe angry guard disappeared from sight, shedid
the guns back into their holsters. Emil, whom she had thought was adeep, said, “Therewill beaway in.”

“Guns make killing too easy. It becomes a habit, like it has with Willisand with Mabin. It kegps usfrom
thinking of other ways.” But she could not take her gaze away from the gate, which had been open, and
now was closed. The new guard began pacing across the courtyard, in the pouring rain. She could hear
his boots ringing on the stone.

“Rocketsl” Medric exclaimed suddenly, hisvoice blurred with deep. “Who made the rockets? On Fire
Night?’



“Youmean Annis?’ Zanjasaid blankly. Then shesaid it again. “Annis.” She got hadtily to her feet. “ Of
course. Mabin brought her here.”

The raven legpt from Zanja s shoulder and dove into the ram. They followed, but lost Sight of him. They
circled around into the aley, and findly spotted the raven, Sitting miserably in the downpour upon a
second floor windowsll, tapping patiently on the glass. The men ducked into the shadows, but Zanja
gtood in plain sight, with the rain running down her face. The raven tapped steedily, as though he meant to
keep tapping until he drowned. Zanja stared up into the downpour, her eyes blurred and stinging. When
the window jerked open suddenly, the wet raven fell off the windowsi Il with a squawk.

Annis stared down &t her.

“Have you got amoment for an old friend?’ Zanjasaid.
“Zanjd”

“Mysdf.”

“What are you doing here?’

“Emil’sintrouble. | think you can hdp.”

Annis disappeared, then reappeared to toss arope out the window. Of course, Anniswould never
tolerate being shut up in abuilding, unable to come and go as she pleased.

Knotstied regularly in the rope gave Zanja better purchase than she might have expected on such awet
night, but climbing the rope to the window was no easy task, and hauling hersdf over thewindowsIl was
even more difficult. Annis dragged her into the room, and then helped her up from an ungainly sprawl.
“How’ sthe rocket business?’ Zanja asked.

“I’'m making big, nasty onesnow.” Annis started to pull the rope up, but let it go when Zanja clasped her
hand. “Y ou’ ve got quite a chill on you. Y ou better get those wet clothes off.”

“Would you make afirefor me?’

“Oh, sure.”” Annisknelt on the cold hearth to lay afire. She had some big sulfur matchesto light it with,
but everything seemed to be abit damp, and it took her sometimeto get afire going. Zanjataked as she
got undressed, so that Anniswould heed her voice more than the sounds outside. Shetold Annisatale of
sdfishness and betraya in South Hill, atale that ended with Emil imprisoned by his own company for
treachery, with hislife endangered by Willis's ns, who could not afford to wait for a Truth-ken to
arrive and sort the whole mess out. The Situation required Mabin' sintervention, Zanjasaid, and she had
burned through three horses getting here ahead of Willis smen.

Annis blew thetinder into flame, then sat back on her hedls. “Y ou'reright; I’ ve got to help him somehow.
He sbeen like afather to me. | suppose | have some influence with Mabin . . .” Asshelooked up, Zanja
contrived to be taking off her last item of clothing, her shirt, which sheinnocently hung on the chair back.
Then, feding Annis sgaze, shelooked directly into her eyes. “1 redlly have missed you.”

It was easy, dmogt natura, to embrace her and kiss her. Anniswore only a hagtily-buttoned shirt, and
was more than willing for it to be unbuttoned again. Zanjatook Annisto the bed and laid her down upon
it, with aknee between her thighs and her tongue in her mouth. She dragged the shirt from Annis's
shoulders so it entangled her arms. Anniswas entirely distracted when Zanja heard Emil grunt ashe
hauled himself over the edge of the window. Shejammed afistful of the bedsheet into Annis s mouith,
tossed her onto her belly, and twisted the tangled shirt into afetter. Annis struggled, but Zanjaheld her



faceinto the pillow until shefdl till, no doubt half smothered.

“Wadl,” Emil said, ashe came over to the bed, breathing heavily, “an unconventiona solution.” He helped
Zanjato contrive to bind Annis more securely to the bedframe. Then he covered Annis modestly with the
blanket and sat on the edge of the bed, admonishing her to behave hersdlf, while Zanja hauled Medric
through the window. Annis stopped fighting the tethers after awhile.

The raven flapped heavily on sodden wingsto the windowsill. Zanja patted his featherswith atowd to
sop up the worst of the wet. Medric had knelt on the hearth to take apart and clean his pistols and reload
them with dry gunpowder. Hedid it asif he had an impatient commander screaming at himto do it fagter.
As Zanjacame over to put on her wet shirt, he asked, “Now what?’

“I don’t know. Any idess, raven?’

The raven shook his wet feathers and brooded.

Karislay rigid in the too-small bed, with the rain sound rushing past her. From far away, she watched
three bedraggled rescuers crawl through an open window. One was like aknife blade white hot from the
forge—one was like a knife blade tempered and honed— and one was like the forgeitself. Fire and
earth makes the forge; fire and earth makes the blade.

She must not deep. Oh Shaftal, she prayed. Oh Shafted | must not sleep. She could not remember
why. Oh Shaftal | must not move lest the watcher awaken. Oh Shaftal .

The raven turned his head and now she saw Zanja: wet and thin and grim as death. Zanja—implacably
loyd—Oh Shaftal protect her heart, sheis so true, the truest blade | ever forged. Zanja save me
am gone to smoke, | am gone.

Karis. | know you can hear me. Karis, | amat your door .

The rain whispered now. The voice whispered in her raven’sear. Karis do you feel me | am here.
Silence. Presence. Do you remember when | was imprisoned doubly imprisoned and you freed me.
In bed, Karis remembered what a good night that had been, how tired she had been, and then the hunger
that drove her was sated and she could rest for awhile. She remembered Zanja, limp as an exhausted
child, deeping in her arms as the snow fell. For afew hours, for anight, the world had been asit should
be, and her heart had been at peace.

Now I am here for you but you must unlock the door.
A whisper: Unlock the door. Dear gods Karis unlock the door .

Karistouched stone through plaster, the stone of the wall which was rooted in earth, and breathed in.
Presence. She sat up in the bed.

Dear gods Karis unlock the door.

She stood up. Her body was stone. She could not move except when pushed. The white hot blade, the
forge, the pumping bellows. Fire and earth makes the forge. The room swirled around her, dark and



blurred with smoke. She stepped. The floor shal not creak. She stepped. The watcher shall deep. She
stepped. | am the key. Open. Oh Shaftal . And now sheislooking at hersdlf and the room isfull of
smoke and she opens her eyes and she sees the raven looking at her. Presence. Zanja has touched her.
Dear heart.

“Dear heart,” Zanjabreathed.

Karis opened her mouth. The raven croaked, “Zanja.” Emil whispered, “ There is someone in the room.”
With Karis' slimp, cold hand clasped in both of hers, Zanjalistened. She heard even, deep breaths. She
looked around the door-jamb. A candleflame flickered on atabletop; awoman’s head rested on the
table, her asamsdangling, asif she had been hit from behind with ahammer. Zanjagrinned into Karis
vacant gare, and in amoment saw the faintest twitch of a smile. Slow-witted was not the same as
no-witted.

“Hurry!” Medric hissed. Then Zanjafdt nearby, afaintest stirring, the restlessness of atime-tempered
intelligence and a bitter, ruthless heart. Someone was awakening; someone had heard something. Mabin.

Karis could not be hurried. One step at atime they took her down the stairs. When they came up they
had climbed at adistance from each other to keep the treads from creaking, but now they could not be
so artful. Karis had no shoes. Her stepswere silent but her weight was not. The building sighed under the
burden of her.

On the floor above them, adoor opened and there were footsteps. A moment later the four of them
dipped into Annis sroom and Emil eased the door shut. “1t has no lock,” he breathed, and began moving
furniture to block the door.

A shout echoed down the stairwell. Medric had aready gone out the window and was hafway to the
ground. Footsteps thundered up the stairs. How long would it take for the building’ s occupantsto figure
out what had happened? The confused guard out m the courtyard would ingst no one had comein or
out. How long would it take for them to redlize that rescuers must have come in through awindow? Emil
was pulling up the rope. They would have to lower Karis, who scarcely seemed able to place onefoot in
front of the other and certainly could not be expected to climb down arope.

Zanjaabruptly took out her knife and hacked Annis s bindingsto tatter. Annisjerked the gag out of her
mouth.

“I need your help,” Zanjasaid.

“After you made afool out of me? | think I'll just do the sameto you. It seemsfair!” Annisleapt off the
bed and started for the door, clearly expecting Zanjato jump her.

“Annis, thisisno game. Karisisthe G’ deon of Shaftd. Settle with melater, if you must, but help her

Annis stopped short. “What? I s this another one of your tales?’

“It'sthe truth. Come and hel p uslower her to the ground— she’ stoo heavy just for the two of us.
Come! Thereisno time!”

Annis hesitated, but she had aways been impulsive. “ Oh, dl right!” she said, but her face glowed with
excitement.



Emil was ready. Despite, or perhaps because of the smoke, Karis|ooked panicked as they dropped her
over the edge. Thethree of them popped their shoulder joints and burned the skin off their hands
lowering her safely to ground, but then Medric had her, and Zanja could bresthe easier. Anniswent out
the window, followed by Emil. Throughout the building, doors were being dammed open, but no one had
yet been sent out to check the surrounding streets. Mabin's people till thought that Karis was still
somewherein the building.

Emil had reached the ground. The sky opened up in afresh downpour. Zanja swung out the window and
only then remembered the raven. His feathers were fluffed comfortably m the warmth of thefire, and he
seemed disinclined to leave, but finally flew to thewindowslll the third time Zanjacalled him. Shedid
down the rope as Annis s door crashed open.

There was apistol blast, and the raven exploded like afeather pillow ripped open. In the street below,
Karis uttered aterrible, wordless cry, and fell to her knees.

Chapter Twenty-three

Annissad, “Thisway.”

They ran, propelling Karis forward with one person pulling a each arm, and another pushing at her back.
Annis darted ahead, light-footed, grinning like achild set loose to play. They ducked into a narrow back
way. Behind them, Mabin's people jammed the house' s sSingle doorway, struggled into the courtyard,
and shouted at the guard to unlock the gate. With no ideawhich way the fugitives had gone, Mabin
would have to divide her forces a every turn. Soon, Zanjaand her companions would outnumber the
pursuers. Pigtolswould not firein the rain; she and Emil might well be testing their long unused daggers
before the night was done.

“Thisway,” Anniscaled. They fled down an aley where garbage piles awaited the trash wagon. They
trampled through a vegetable garden, where squash vines tripped them and soft mud clung to their
ankles. They crashed through a gate into another garden, and then between buildings to more gardens,
and at last to thewall.

“There sadoor inthewall right around here,” Annis said. “ So people can escape to the river should they
need to.” She hopped on one foot, belatedly putting her shoes on muddy feet. She had put on a shirt, but
her breeches were till tucked under her arm.

Zanjacould hear Mabin’ s people shouting the village awake behind them. Karisleaned in her embrace,
cold and soaking wet, gasping for breath. She heard abolt shoot open, and Emil said, “Annis, don't take
the path. That way, through thewoods.” Annislegpt forward, happy in the chase. The three of them
followed, compdlling Karis through the thicket, where atracker might be able to follow their route, but
not until daylight and not until the rainfall had ceased. They made their way to their horses and put Karis
on Homely. Therest of them went on foot, heading westward, into the wilderness.

It rained Al night and well into the morning, and then the sun split the clouds open like abright hammer



upon gray stone. Zanja, trudging across the rocky landscape with her hand on Homely' s stirrup, sensed a
quickening in the giant riding beside her, and looked up to see that Karis had lifted her hanging head and
was squinting up into the sun. “Karis, are you awake?’

Karis glanced bleakly down &t her.

Zanjaput her hand upon Karis's sodden knee, wondering if shewould even fed thetouch. A steady
tremor ran through the muscles under her hand, like the vibration of a heavy wagon upon cobblestones.
“Should | explain what has happened?’

Karis shook her head.

If reason and will broke free of smoke' s paralysis before bone and muscle did, then Karis had been
considering her situation for some time aready. Perhaps she felt the vacancy of amputation where her
raven had been; perhaps she had sorted through the dreamlike memories. She seemed, now, to become
aware of the hand upon her knee, and she covered it with her own. Her hands aready were trembling.

Zanjasaid, “1 took the box of smoke from your room. Y ou still have your smoke purse.”
Karisdried with her deeve the wretched tears that had streaked her face. “ Can we stop?”’ she durred.

Zanjashouted ahead at her companions, who had outpaced Homely and his heavy burden, then led the
horseto abit of arise, which she hoped might be less muddy, and helped Karisto dismount. Karislay
down with her back against the earth, like an uprooted plant digging herself back into the soil.

Zanjatook hold of her hand again.
1] Hd p m”

Zanjahad cobbled together courage before, usng whatever poor bits and pieces of strength she had at
hand. But to do it for another person, when she hersdlf felt hopeless, was not an easy feat. She stated the
bitter facts, as Norinawould have. “If you continue to use the drug as you have been doing, you'll die.
But if you stop, that also will kill you.”

A tremor rippled through Karis sform, like asmall wave running ahead of adevadtating flood. “ Another
choice,” she gasped.

Wouldn't there have to be a tenuous route, halfway between one death and the other? If there wasn't
one, what harm was there in pretending like there was one?“ A dance,” Zanjasaid. “A balance. Use
enough smoke to keep you dive, but not enough to kill you. Every time you smoke, wait alittlelonger. In
time, you will be usng the drug just once aday again.”

Karissad hoarsdy, “And in theinterim, this agony. Desath sounds easier.”

“No doubt it iseasier. No doubt it would have been easier had | chosen desth ayear ago, when your
raven gave me the choice. There' s been anumber of times| wondered why | didn’t.”

“Why didn’t you?" she gasped. Her eyeswere blank with pain.
“I knew | was caught up in something, and could not endure to die with my curiosity unsatisfied.”

Karissmiled faintly. She placed Zanja s hand upon her breast, where the hard outline of her smoke purse
lay under the shirtcloth. “ Takeit.”

“| don’t want to decide for you—"



“Don’t be so scrupulous.” Another tremor, stronger than the last, shook through her, and Karistook a
shaky breath. “1t won't be pretty. I’ ve seen smoke addicts die—because they could not— light a match.
And no onethought to light it for them.”

Zanjaunbuttoned Karis s shirt and lifted the purse from around her neck. Then, she put the green
pendant in its place, knotting the torn and mudstained ends of the ribbon.

Karis seemed to find it difficult to breath. But she asked, “Are you—dl right?’

“Isthisearth logic, to worry about mewhen it syour lifethat’ sat risk?’” Zanjaadded, “When | saw the
Sannite army crossing the AshaRiver in dead of night with my people helpless before them, that tried my
courage. Thisisnot any worse.”

“Thisismy wordt fear.”
“Don't faceit done”
“So that' s the secret.”

Karissat up so Zanjacould hold her: against her shoulder, within her arms, between her legs, an embrace
that could have scarcely been moreintimate if they’ d taken off their clothing. When thefirst convulsion
came, it had Karis s shocking strength behind it, and Zanja could no more hold her till than she could
have reined in amaddened plowhorse. Shelearned to ride it through, evading Karis sflailing limbs,
holding on by gripping her own wrist across Karis sribs, so that she ill would be there when the seizure
was over. Each time asaizure passed, Karislay limp againgt her shoulder, sobbing for breath, clammy
with sweet, and later weeping, bleeding from abitten tongue and lips. Findly, she scarcely seemed
conscious anymore and Zanjalit the pipe for her and helped her smoke. The convulsions stopped, and
then the tremors, and Karis' s head grew heavy and her hands did down to rest upon the grassthat she
had torn up earlier by the roots. Her eyes glazed and closed, and Zanja could not rouse her.

She must have uttered a cry, for when shelooked up Emil was knedling beside her. He felt the pulsein
Karis sneck and said, “Zanja, surely you don't think either one of you can repeatedly endure such a
torment.” He must have watched from a distance and been hard put not to intervene,

Zanja s exhaustion washed over her then, asthough Emil’ s acknowledgment had raised awater gate. “I
am the only one who can help her to walk this hard way, though watching her do it breaks my heart.”

“For the gods require you to show the way across the borders. | understand that. But if you lose her, you
will lose yoursdlf. It'sapoor friend who would stand by and let you do such athing needlessly.”

“Needless?’ She consdered for awhile. “Heedless, certainly. Haven't you heard that hopel ess passion
brings out theworst in the na Tarweins?’

“I'mafradthisisthefirst I've heard of it.” Emil uttered an unkind snort. “1 take that to mean you'll try to
listen to me, but you' re making no promises. Well, even when | was your commander | couldn’t depend
on you to follow orders.” Hefelt Karis s pulse again, and said, “ She’ sgot a strong heart, doesn’t she?
Earth witches are notorioudly hard to kill. | say you need not be so impatient for acure. Let her move
more dowly out of her darkness.”

Zanjalet the reassurance cam her own more volatile heart, and asif in response Karis firred, and Zanja
looked down to find her eyes open, though blank and senseless.

“We can try to get her back on ahorse,” Emil said. “My horse looks the best of the three now, though
that’ s not saying much. | doubt we can travel much further, but Medric says we' ve entered into an



elementd’ sdomain, unlikely though it seemsin thiswilderness, and he saysthis man or woman will
investigate our presence and either offer us hodtility or sanctuary. Let’ s hope for the latter, shall we?’

They continued to travel in the direction they had been going, with the river canyon to their right. Some
trees had begun to appear in the pathless waste. Just after passing agrove of these at midafternoon, a
ululating cry echoed behind them. Zanjaturned to find arag-tag group of people emerging from among
the trees—children she thought them at firgt, until she saw that at least two of them had hair goneto gray.
Over Emil’ s objections she waked back to them aone. Even done, with her hands held out in friendship,
she seemed to frighten them, for they drew back, wide-eyed, as she neared them. Some wore only
necklaces and girdles of white shells, and others wore strange woven garments of rough men. Some
carried spears of wood, split into three sharpened points. An old man emerged from their midst and
came out to her. He spoke in alanguage she had never heard, alanguage like water on stone.

Surely they had traveled beyond the borders of Shaftd, into the wild lands of the west, which, like the
northern mountains and the southern plains, was tenanted by triba people. Thistribe into whose territory
they had wandered clearly were too anxious to be warlike, and probably it was usua for them to avoid
strangers, rather than seeking them out like this.

Zanjasaid, in Shaftaese and then again in the language of her own lost people, “We must have shelter.
Will you help us?’

The man replied. Shewastoo tired to listen, too tired to even try to distinguish one sound from the next.
Hetook astep forward, and held out hishand. A large leaf in his pam unfolded to reved abit of fish,
brown with the smoke that had preserved it. Enemies do not eat each other’ sfood, so Zanjatook the
warm piece of smoked fish and put it in her mouth. The wild people immediately stepped forward,
peering & her curioudly.

Emil had the wit to bring out some of their own meat and bread, and the wild people dl ate amouthful of
their food, while those of Zanja s company ate some of the wild peopl€ sfish. During this necessary
waste of time, the old man walked up to Karis, cautious of the horse, and stood for awhile beside her,
looking up at her. Then he put a hand upon her bare foot, and Karis, who throughout the day had
scarcely seemed conscious, heavily lifted her head. He seemed Startled—perhaps by her size or blue
eyes—but did not step back. Karis opened her mouth asiif to speak, though she could not, and the old
man bowed to her. He turned to his people and spoke to them, and they al bowed to Karis, with their
hands upon their hearts.

The old man was awater witch, Medric enthusiagticaly told Zanja, ddighted and amazed by such a
rarity, despite his own exhaustion. Zanjafelt no amazement, only relief that she needed not crossthe
boundary of language in order to explain hersdf to the man, at least not today.

They followed the tribal people down a steep and crooked path into a deep cleft in the earth. Here,
captured between cliffs as steep and barren as sone walls, lay an idand-scattered azure lake carved out
by theriver long ago, with a cattail marsh adong one edge and a stony beach along another. Here ahaf
dozen tiny boats of lath and hide lay upon the shore, and dozens of others sprinted acrossthe water’s
surface like paddle bugs. The sound of laughter echoed across the waters, and some curious children
came swimming up the shoreline, dick and bright-eyed as otters. Somewhere, Zanja supposed, there
wasavillage, but weariness and sunlight reflecting off the water blinded her so she could scarcely seeto
keep her feet from wandering off the path.



They walked along the stony beach to a place where the floods of ages had undermined the cliff face,
making awide and shalow cave, which acrowd of industrious people had nearly finished walling off with
gathered stones. Upon asimple hearth, arow of fish pierced on agreen wand were being roasted, and a
pile of flatbreads warmed. When Zanja came out from helping Karisinto the cave and laying her down
upon the rush mat within, Emil already had started water hegting for tea, and the people seemed intrigued
by hisiron cooking pot. Medric and Annis had gone away with the horses, and dl their gear lay inapile
upon the beach.

After Zanjahad spread the damp blankets out to dry in the sun, shejoined Emil, who was drinking a cup
of the bitter bark infusion that eased the pain in his knee. The water witch and afew others sat with him,
S pping with some astonishment from porcelain cups of green tea. Zanja bowed to the water witch with
her hand on her heart, as his people had done to Karis earlier, and he gravely bowed to her in return.
Emil said, “What will you have, green teaor willowbark or both?’

Shetook both, and when Annisand Medric returned they shared the hot fish, flaking the meat from the
bones and wrapping it in the warm flatbread. Medric said, “ These people live on one of the idands out
there, and hardly ever set foot on ground at dl. | wish | knew the language; there’s so much | want to
ak!”

Zanjadready thought of them as Otter People: alithe and smdl and playful folk. She taught Medric the
words she had aready learned involuntarily while listening to the Otter People talk. She knew “water,”
“fish,” “boat,” “bread,” and the word by which the Otter People referred to the five of them, which she
supposed meant “guest” or “stranger.” The verb patterns would take longer for her to grasp, but she
expected she would be speaking smple sentencesin aday or two. All of them, Otter People and
stranger dike, engaged in the game of word exchange, and soon the Otter People roared with infectious
laughter. The water el ement had something to do with time and wesether; very little el se was known about
it. Apparently, it made a people of great merriment.

Zanjafound that humor difficult to endure, and findly she excused hersdlf to check on Karis. Tucked
within her womb of stone, Karislay curled upon her side, with a hand resting palm down upon the rock.
Swedt plastered the hair upon her face. She opened her eyes at Zanja stouch, but her gaze remained dull
and blank.

Medric had comein behind her. “ She hasafever,” Zanjasaid, and added in frutration, “ Despite al the
elemental talent gathered there on the beach, sheis our only hedler, and if she could hed hersdlf we
would not bein this predicament.”

Medric sad quietly, “ And the smokewill not easily let her go. There' sareason why my father’ s people
useit toendave.”

“What doesthe future hold for her? Have you no idea?’

“| fed that we'll be safe here, at least for now. | cannot see beyond that, because Karis slifeisinthe
baance.”

“There must be away to tilt the scale.”
“Zanja, | don’'t know. | don’t know what to do.”

* % %

Though Zanja sat beside Karis that night, waiting for just aword or two with her before she dipped away
again, Kariswent directly into convulsons without ever leaving her stupor. It was al Zanjacould do to



get some smokein her, and afterwards she paced up and down the length of the stony beach in abitter
rage, unable to endure the fact that she was losing a battle she did not even know how to fight. She did
not deep at dl.

All night and al day Karis burned with fever, and not even water remained long in her somach. She had
aready gone thirteen days without food, and could not survive much longer. Zanja could not endure
watching her starve to degth like every other smoke addict, and, in desperation, withheld the drug from
her one night. After along while, the violence of Karis s seizures began to dternate with adesth-like
dillness. Zanjafinaly lit and smoked a pipe hersdlf, breathing the foul-tasting stuff into Karis's mouth and
lungsfor her, one mouthful at atime, until Karis opened her eyes and stared at her in blesk horror. At
least, Zanjathought, she seemed to be conscious for once.

Then her wits deserted her entirely, and the gift of smoke was thrust upon her willy-nilly, if acomplete
cessation of rationa thought and physical sensation could be cdled a gift. Later, she would remember
that she had become like aworn-out child, who curled where she was upon bare stone and shut her eyes

to deep.

She awoke puzzled, heavy-bodied, tortoise-dow. A big hand smacked her cheek, and the dull shock of
pain and surprise brought her upright. It was morning, well past dawn. She dimly smelled the cookfires
smoke, and heard the laughter of the Otter People as they gathered up their nets. A fist caught her braids
and she was jerked back down onto the pallet beside Karis, and a muscled arm embraced her throat.

Karis svoicerasped in her ear. “ Y ou will not smoke again. Swear.”

Clawing at the blacksmith’s muscles, Zanjachoked, “No.”

“Swear!”

Black spots swam before Zanja s eyes. “ Only—to save—your life,” she gasped.
“My lifeisnot worth such apricel”

And then she was shoved irresstibly away onto the bare sione, where she lay until her vision stopped
swirling and she dared sit up, rubbing her neck and testing the hair at the back of her head to make
certain it was till attached. “1t' sgood to see you feding so well,” she said, speaking with some difficulty.

Karislay upon her back, bresthing convulsively, tense with rage, as though she was about to leap up and
wreck the cave and dl its contents, like a berserker. Zanjagot up and went to the door. Emil and Medric
lay in each other’ sarms on the stony beach, groggy with love and sunshine. She shouted imperioudy at
them to bring some porridge, and they both stared at her.

She went back in, and knelt at Karis' s Side, and begged her pardon for taking arisk she’ d had no choice
about and had every intention of taking again should the need arise. Her patent insincerity was enough to
make Karissmileweekly. “1 guess| didn’t make much of animpression.”

Zanjarubbed abruised ebow. “Y ou made an impression dl right.”

AsEmil camein with the porridge, followed by Medric, they each in turn blocked the sunlight and cast
the cave into shadow. Emil till limped badly. He bowed ironicaly as he handed Zanja some porridge. “|
had checked on you just minutes ago.”



“| was ruddly awakened and it made meill-mannered. | am sorry.”
“Wadll, you ve been under agtrain,” Emil said morekindly. “How isshe?’
Helooked directly into Karis sface and recoiled with surprise.

Zanjaremembered then what it had been like to meet Karisfor thefirgt time, to fed the shocking,

pal pable presence of her intelligence, like a handshake that leaves the hand aching. Emil, whose talent
made peopl€ s hearts transparent to him, dropped heedlessly to his knees. Karis gazed at him in some
puzzlement, then at Medric, who had crouched, wide-eyed, beside him, and then she turned to Zanjaand
said, “I should know these people.”

“They helped in your escape and have been with us ever snce. These are my friends, Emil Paadin and
the seer Medric.”

“How could thisbe?’ Karissaid blankly.

Much to Zanja srelief, Emil’ slook of astonishment gave way to agenuine smile. “Wdll, Karis, Medric
had a dream that Zanja needed us, and so as soon as we could we traded our dray horse and wagon for
acouple of riding horses, and nearly killed them coming here cross-country, rather to Zanja s surprise.
But for usit wasvery smple, redly.”

Karislooked from him to Medric.
Medric said, “Karis, you are the hope of Shafta.”
Therewasaslence. Karissaid, “ So | seethat, like al seers, you are mad.”

Zanjaconvinced Karisto eat while she explained where they were and how they had gotten there.
Before shefinished the tde, Karis' stremors began again, and Medric and Emil ddlicately took their
leave. Karis set the mostly empty bowl aside and lay back upon the plain pallet, wan and hollow-eyed.
Shesad, “I didn’t want and never would have chosen the ancient office of G’ deon. But your fire blood
friends seem enchanted by the glamour of it.”

Zanjasad, “Oh, yes, it isquite glamorous. | mysalf am struck dumb by the glory of it.”

Karis shut her eyes, and said heavily, “I know | should laugh. But the truth istoo bitter. For fifteen years|
have carried thisweight within the flawed receptacle of my flesh and bones, and asif that weren't
enough, have aso borne the burden of Mabin's unremitting censure and Norina s overbearing solicitude.
Mercy could only be had from the secrecy that dlowed me to be amere earth witch and metal smith of
modest ambitions. Now that mercy isgone.”

Zanjasad, “ So now you must become accustomed to being treated with affection and respect by three
firebloods. Why isit terrible to be so richly perceived now?’

Karisflinched as a particularly strong tremor shook her frame. “If | live—then | will fail your hopes.
Shafta—I am sotired.”

“Our hopesfor what?’

Karis shuddered again. Sweat beaded her forehead asif she endured an intense pain. “Whatever you
want. Ddliverance. The hedling of theworld. All things| cannot do.”

Zanjasaid softly, “ Even the gods could not save my people from destruction. So if Shaftal isto be saved,



it s;emsit must happen in amore ordinary way. Karis, how can | give you peace? Shadl | tell you that
I’m simply fulfilling my long overdue obligation in atrade agreement? Y ou broke into a Sainnite prison
and saved my life and rescued me; now | have broken into a Paladin prison and saved your life and
rescued you. It sasmple exchange. Or would it make you fed better if | tell you that once I’ ve made
you indebted to me | have every intention of abusing your sense of obligation? That would make you fedl
better.”

Karis began to laugh, but it was painful to watch.

Zanjasaid, “But thetruth isthat | dare not let you die, nor dare | release your secret to the world, for
Norinawill hunt me down and skewer me.”

“That' strue,” Karissaid. “But it’ s not the whole truth.”
“Wall, of course, | am devoted to you. So why can you accept devotion from Norinaand not from me?’

Karis shand clenched convulsively in Zanja' s, her palm sticky with swest. “1 accept Norina sduty,” she
sad. “But you have no excuse.”

The convulsions began.

Even theworst of battles has an end, but for Karisthe sege never seemed to lift. Three times between
each sunrise, Zanja sat beside her as she fought her tedious, horrifying struggle, only to givein, over and
over again. With downess that seemed unendurable, Karis won back her life from smoke, gaining ground
so dowly that many atime it seemed as though she won nothing at dl. It was awearying, desperate,
grinding labor of will that yielded too little reward. Days of sudden fevers and devadtating fits of nausea
gave way to days of dispirited exhaustion and irritable boredom. Then, Karis made awater clock by
piercing aholein an empty pot and hanging it to drip water into a container. This clock became her
enemy, and the changing containers Zanja put down to catch the water defined the progress of the
combat. For seven daysthetime Karis called her own could not fill one of Emil’ stiny porcelain teacups.
But then the teacup overflowed and Zanja s battered tin porringer replaced it.

Ten more drops of water today than yesterday, and tomorrow it would be ten more. Medric timed the
water drops with Emil’ swatch, then worked a cipher on the stone floor with apiece of charcod. At this
rate, ayear would pass before Karis was smoking only once aday again. Zanjamade him eraseit before
Karis could see the grim numbers.

One afternoon, when Zanja came out of the shadowed cave into the rich warmth of the late summer
sunshine, Medric waswaiting for her. Karis had just smoked, and had falen into an exhausted deep. This
was not the first time either Medric or Emil lay in wait for Zanja, but only now did sheredizethat it was
no accident. Thetwo of you aretaking turns,” she said.

Medric grinned. “1t' sameasure of how preoccupied you are that it took so long for you to redlizeit.
Here, sit down. | want to talk to you.”

She sat on one of the large stones that served them as furniture. The entire population of the Otter

Peopl€ s village seemed to be out on the lake thiswarm afternoon. One of the young people engaged ina
raucous boat race was astocky, brown-haired South Hill farmer who seemed on the verge of tipping her
boat into the water. It hardly mattered, since Anniswore no clothing. The sun had cooked her brown as
aloaf of overcooked bread. Someone dumped Annisinto the water and she came up laughing.



“Thereisashadow over Karis,” Medric said. “And it lies over you aswell, snce you have bound
yourself to share her fate.”

“What shadow?’ Zanjaasked. “Desth, isthat it? Madness? Neither one seemsworse than thistorture.”

Medric said, “ A moment of decison iscoming upon you, atime when you must see clearly and spesk
with courage. But you have lost your vison. Karis swhole attention is on the water dripping from her
clock, and there’ sakind of madness in that—one that you have come to share with her. Here, eat this.”

He had given her apiece of the Otter Peopl €' s flatbread, with some of the ubiquitous smoked fish rolled
up indde. Zanjaateit rather as Karis would have done, obediently, without hunger or pleasure. Medric
pushed his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose and gazed rather blearily out acrossthe water,
blinking in the glare. “ These water folk make me see how much we fire bloods are bound by our
seriousness. Everything we do seems fraught with importance. It' s easy to lose perspective.” Hetook off
his spectacles and put on the other pair. “ Ahal”

Zanjasad, “What can't | see?’

“I have seen Karislift ahammer and strike, and the sparks fal around her in a shower of gold. | see her
shaping the world on her forge.”

Therewasaslence. Zanjasaid, “Will you stay here for awhile and keep an eye on Karis? | want a
bath.”

She took the cake of soap and bathed in the downriver end of the lake, washing even her stinking
clothing and dirty hair, and when she came back with her dripping laundry in her arms, Medric loaned her
aclean shirt to wear and combed her hair for her. Then, as Zanjabraided her hair, he read out loud from
one of the half dozen books that he and Emil continued to haul around with them, though most of the
library was safely stored. He read a history of atime so ancient the story seemed more myth than fact,
yet the tale had an eerie familiarity: atale of people arriving by seato aland inhabited by triba folk, and
how at first they had been conquerors until at last the land tamed them and taught them how to live upon
it. That land had been Shaftd.

Zanjalay back, with her hair only haf braided, dazed by cleanliness and sunshine and the easy rhythms of
Mednc' s reading voice, and the ancient cycles of history. Medric broke off and said, “Here' s Emiil,
looking grumpy, and the water witch.”

Zanja sat up and rubbed her eyes. Two boats had landed on the beach. The water witch, carrying a
heavy jug, went into Karis s cave. Zanjastarted to get up, but Emil’ s hand restrained her. Medric went
back to hisreading, and then he and Emil sat talking about history for hours. When at last the water witch
reappeared, he crouched down beside Zanjaand said, “ Give her the water to drink until she has drunk
dry thejug.”

“Esteemed sir, asyou will,” she said, and bowed.
He got into his boat and rowed away.
“Y ou absorb language like paper absorbsink,” said Medric admiringly.

“Land have mercy,” Emil said, “isn’'t the man tired yet? He took me on a haf-day journey upstream until
my armswere about to fall off from rowing, and then we had to climb the cliff to alittle spring that
bubbled out from acrack in the stone. I'm certain he explained it to me, but unlike Zanja, | don’t
understand aword he says.”



Zanjasaid, “You obvioudy arethe elder of our tribe. Therefore, you stand witness on our behalf.”
“Witnessto what, though?” Emil said, rubbing astiff shoulder.

Medric lifted his head and smiled suddenly. Zanjaturned to look at what he was seeing, and legpt to her
feet and ran to the doorway of the little cave, where Karis stood, braced between stones. Karis said
thickly, “1f I’m to receive guests now | should be more presentable.” She dropped her shirt, which she
had been unbuttoning, and walked across the beach and into the water.

Zanjapicked up the shirt, which was even more rank than hers had been, and stood there fedling like a
parent must fedl when her firstborn suddenly ceasesto be achild.

* * %

When Karis came out of the water, Emil wrapped her in ablanket, and gave her the last cup of tea. She
sat by the cods of the fire, watching Zanja stew her shirt and spiceit heavily with shavingsfrom their
solitary bar of soap. “Y ou never told me what a peculiar feding it isto have someone work magic on
you,” shesaid to Zanja.

“Wadll, | didn’t want to seem asif | were complaining.”

“What did he do?’ Medric asked.

“Water magic makes no senseto me. He did something very ordinary.”
“Surely not!”

“It wasordinary, | tel you.”

Perhaps Karis was incapable of appetite, but she ate an astonishing quantity of bread and fish, and then
pursued alengthy argument with Medric. It waswell past sunset by the time the tremors began, and
when Zanjawent into the cave with her, the porringer under the water clock had filled to overflowing,
and was surrounded by asmall pond of spilled water, with the water clock nearly empty.

“I guesswe need abigger bowl,” Zanjasaid.
Karis sat upon her palet of woven reeds.

“Here, you' re supposed to drink dry the jug, he said.” Zanja picked up the water jug from the floor, but
it dready was empty. “What did he do to you?

Karissad, “Y ou know how people wish for moretime.”

Zanjalooked at the overflowing porringer. Another drop plunked into it. “Timeiswater?’
“For himitis. | told you it made no sense.”

“How isit ordinary that he gave you more time?’

“People give each other timefairly commonly, don’t they?Y ou’ re giving me some of yoursright now. |
tend to be misarly with mine, however. | dwaysfed likel don't have enough of it.” Shelay down. “Am|
tired?’

“Y ou should be.”



The spasms, when they came, were not nearly as violent as they had been. Afterwards, in thefew
moments between smoking the pipe and going under smoke, Karissaid, “1 think | might live.”

“Y ou’vefaced your orded with great courage.”

“What choice had 17 And shewas gone.

Chapter Twenty-four

The night had been edged with abit of autumn’s chill, and when Zanjaawoke, she remembered that she
had crawled into Karis s bed in the middle of the night and covered them both with her blanket. She lay
alone now upon the reed pallet, and abowl with waves painted along its edge sat beneath the water
clock, callecting time. She went out and found Karis beside the fire with Emil. He had unbuttoned and
rolled up the leg of his breechesto revea the kneethat plagued him so. It was awonder that he could
walk at al, Zanjarealized as she got a closer look at the scarred, distorted, swollen joint, much lessrun
and fight theway he did. Karislaid her hand upon his knee and he began arguing with her.

“Just concede,” Zanjaadvised him. “ She’ shigger and stronger than you are.”

Her clothing had dried enough to wear. Shetook Medric’ s borrowed shirt to put it with his gear, and
found him adegp on the reed bed he and Emil shared. He often dept late, for he often sat awake for half
the night. When Zanjareturned to the fire, Emil’ sknee had been transformed. “1 don’t know,” he said
bemusedly. “ Somehow, this seemslike cheating.” He worked the new knee as he might work the trigger
of anew pistal.

Karissaid, “Five years of walking on a shattered knee seems|ong enough to me.”

“It'sjust aswell | haven't known you al these years. How could | have kept from entreating you to hed
my friends, who al are dead now? What ahorror | would have made of your life, laying upon you a
burden of mora quandaries, matters of life and death, that no one person should have to resolve by
hersdlf. It used to take an entire government and strength of tradition to relieve the G' deon from having to
decide how to dole out hisfavor. Y ou have no such protections.”

“Not even the protection of being able to pretend that I’'m superior to everyone else. Good morning,” she
added to Zanja. “Isit too early for such serioustalk?’

“We'reout of tea,” Emil said sadly.

Karishad aready eaten, but sat down with Zanjato eat again, and told her that Annis, who seemed to
be living with the Otter People, had rowed over a dawn with the new bowl for the water clock, the
day’ sddivery of food, and apair of sandalsfor Karis. “Havel met Annisbefore?’ Karis asked.

“| doubt you remember. Shel sagenius at blowing things up, and comes from agood family.”
“That' s better than | can say about mysdlf.”

Emil took afew steps, testing his new knee. “Oh blessed day,” he said, “Y ou’ re agenius, anyway. You
can dways get agood family.”



Kariswas till smiling as, after breakfast, she took Zanja s arm and walked her down the beach. “Y ou
must have been cold last night.”

“I'm afraid it made me presumptuous.”

Karis had turned her face away to look over the busy waters of the lake. Now she looked back, and
Zanjadid not think she had ever seen such unhappiness. “ Presumptuous?’

“Let’spretend | don’t understand why it might be presumptuous for you to share my bed on acold
night,” Karissaid.

“All right.” The pretense was certainly preferableto any other dternative.
“Butif I'mto beyour torturer .. .”

“What torture? | have no false hopes.” Zanjakicked at the stones. “1 thought we were pretending we
didn’'t know what we' re talking about.”

“I guessthat’ s not going to work.”

“Wall, then let me say my speech about how | hope you won't et this come between us, and how intime
I’ll cometo my senses—

“Cometo your senses! Oh, have pity!” Karis dropped to her knees and drove her fists onto the stones
with enough force to send them flying and clattering across the beach. Zanja grabbed her wrists, fearful
that shewould break the small bones of her hands without knowing it. Karis cried, “Let it me bewho
comesto her senses! Let metaste, let me fedl hunger and pain and weariness and even pleasure! Let me
know the name of the desirethat drivesme! If there be gods—"

Kariswas taken by a spasm of grief as sudden and violent as the smoke convulsions that made her life dl
but unendurable. She struggled in Zanja s embrace, but finaly let her head rest in the cradle of her
shoulder while she wept. At last she was Hill, and said hoarsdly, camly, with her head heavy againgt
Zanjd s breastbone, “Zanjana Tarwein, you'rein love with amadwoman.”

Zanjakissed the tangled mess of Karis shair. “1’'m not entirely sane myself.”

Karis convulsed again; Zanjacould only hope it was with laughter thistime. And then they both lay lill,
whilethe swest laughter of the Otter children echoed acrossthe water, and the warm sun rose above the
canyon rim. In that sllence that camein the wake of sorrow, Zanjafelt the heavy weight of the moment
resting upon her like adoor upon its hinge. She said, “Councilor Mabin has proven hersdlf so ruthless, it
seems that something about you must terrify her. | wish you would explainit.”

Karisgroaned againgt Zanja schest. “Shall | explain why water runs downhill? Shal | name the forces
that bind together and tear gpart? That | can do. But why Councilor Mabin hates me and has dways
hated me, that | can’t explain. It'snot for anything I’ ve done—I’ ve done so little—so it must be for what
| am.”

“Onceyou lived with her, you and Norina.”

“No, Norinalived with her, but | was her prisoner, for Mabin doled smoke out to me, one piece a a
time, like areward given atrained dog. Mabin isthe one who taught me that no matter what elsel did
with my life, | had better learn atrade so | didn’t have to depend on anyone except myself for my smoke



supply.”

Zanjastroked a hand down Karis s unruly head, but had to stop because it was too much for her to
endure.

“Agreeing to help me escape her cost Norinatoo much,” Karis said. “ She became as bound to me as|
am bound to smoke.”

“Shewaswhat, Medric's age?’

“Shewas never young,” Karis said. “When she was crowning between her mother’ slegs, her mother
shouted, ‘ There’ sbeen amistake! My baby isan old woman!’ ”

“That explainsalot,” Zanjasaid gravely. “But I’ ve never understood exactly why Norinaagreed to help
you. If you were not to bethe G'deon.. . .”

Karis said wearily, “No, Zanja, shetold you the truth when we were at Strongbridge. It is her duty to
make it possible for meto surviveto vest the next G’ deon.”

“That'sal you livefor? To lay upon some child a burden you could not yourself endure?”

Karislifted her head then, and Zanjalet go of her. Having felt the force of her anger before, Zanja
thought it prudent to put some distance between them.

“I am not completely without hope,” Karis said, with great restraint. “1 can yet believe that the future can
be different from and better than the present. | even have the audacity to imaginethat | might yet win
some smal honor for delivering Shaftd’ sinheritance to itsrightful heir.”

Zanjasad, “But why are you not Shafta’ srightful heir?’
“Y ou haveto ask? Just look at me.”

“Do you believe that Hardd G’ deon picked you as thoughtlessy as he would pick awhore, and raped
you with his power merely because you were convenient? Or rather, isthat the story Mabin wantsyou to
believe? This same Mabin who hates you and controlled you first through smoke and later through your
beloved friend, and findly, rather than have you escape her contral, al but murdered you? Y ou still trust
that woman' sjudgment?’

A long timethe silence lasted. Karis rubbed her eyes as though to clear away ablur of tears.
“Tell mewhat happened when they brought you to Harald,” Zanjasaid.

“It was afternoon. The night before, | had managed to use smoke without Dind redlizing it, for we were
deeping under stars. But once we came to the House of Lilterwess, | began to worry, for it was such a
crowded place. Dina had been so kind to me, | feared to lose her regard by telling her the truth, but |
thought that | would have to. That was the only thing on my mind as she brought me into Harald’ sroom.
Theroom wasfull of slent, dignified people, who dl turned in surprise to stare at me. Dindl’ shand was
on my shoulder. She pushed me forward, and the dying man on the bed opened his eyesand held out his
hand to me. | felt asurprise, akinship—he was an earth witch like mysdlf. | knew solittlethat | didn’t
even redizethismust be Harald G’ deon. | thought that he might teach me what to do with mysdif, if he
lives. But hislifefire burned so faintly, | knew he would only live afew more hours at most. So | took
hold of hishand, to bid him a safe journey. That iswhat | remember clearly. Norinasays he died
immediately after empowering me, without saying aword.”



“Who decided it was not Harald' s intention to name you his successor?’

“It wasthe Lilterwess Council. Once Dinal explained who | was, and it became evident | was asmoke
addict, the council decided not to affirm me as G’ deon.”

“But Norinawas not party to that meeting, was she? And Mabin isthe only councilor who survived the
night.”

“Norinahas her faults, but she has never lied to me.”

“No, but it’ s possible she doesn’t know the entire truth. I’ m asking because | don’t understand why
Mabin fears you enough to kill you.”

Karissad quietly, “1 have been vested with a stunning power, and nothing can stop me from exercising it
as| choose. Don't you find that frightening? I’ m certain Mabin fearsthat | will challenge her, and clam
the G’ deon’ sright. That | have no desire to do so must be unbelievable to her.”

“But what if Hardld G’ deon knew what you were when he sent Dind for you? Even if hewas out of his
mind, as some say he was, he was not afool. So let the G’ deon’s chair remain empty if that’ s what
seemsright to you, and wander the land in rags and die unknown like Mackapee did. Scholars like Emil
and Medric will sudy the obscure history of your life ahundred years from now and never quite make
sense of it. So what, so long asit makes senseto you?’

Karis uttered a short laugh.

“What | seeisthat your life has been decided by people who seem determined to keep you within
boundaries and to keep you from redlizing that they are controlling you. And | seethat asaresult you
never have made a choice for yoursdf except onetime, thetime you saved my life. And it put al of your
keepersinto apanic, which surely reveals how illusory are the boundaries they’ ve put around you, and
how easy it would be for you to smply step outside of them. So why not set yoursdlf free of them?1f you
werefreeto live aswell and joyfully asyou could, exercisng with honor what powers have been given to
you, what would you do? Can you even imagine?*

Karis muttered to hersdlf, as her raven would have, “Oh, | amin dire danger.”

Shelad her handsflat againgt the stony beach. “1 know exactly what | would do,” she said. She got
abruptly to her feet. “Excuse me.” And she was gone, striding quickly back the way she had come, to
where Medric sat awake in hisbed. Perhapsit was atrick of thelight reflecting from his spectacles that
made it seem asif he were staring at them across the length of the beach. Karis sat beside him and they
had along, sometimes agitated conversation, which ended only when Karis got up to go back into her
cave.

Zanjalooked in on her after awhile, and Karis raised her head from where she sat in a huddle upon the
floor, with her filled smoke pipe in reach, and the water clock plunking the occasiona drop into the bowl.
Zanjasaid, “ Since you were kidnapped twenty-one days ago, one keeper or another has been hovering
over you. It'snot arolel relish much mysdlf, so | hopeyou'll just tell me when you think you' re strong
enough to need no looking after. Are you strong enough today?’

Karis shook her head. She looked frightened and worn out, and Zanjaremembered that Karis had no
way to judge what her limitswere. “Shall | comein?’ she asked.

“You'revery formd.”

“Wadl, I'm making up thisdance as| godong. | can't getit right dl thetime.”



Karissmiled. “That’ s better. Y ou know, you aren’t dways the most restful of companions.”
“Areyou admonishing me?’ Zanjasat down beside her. “I’ll be boring if you will.”
“No,” Karissaid, “and no again. But let’ s not talk about the future anymore.”

So Zanjadiverted Kariswith tales of her lifedlong friendship with Ranse, until the water level in the bowl
had risen high enough, and Karis reached for the pipe. She suffered no life-threatening convulsions, and
because of her rapidly increasing strength, she remained awake after she had smoked. Zanja supposed
she could take her for awalk, like apet, but the very ideawas so unsettling that she got up and left the
caveingtead. It was more than disconcerting to see Karis go from the morning’ s robust passions and
willful vigor to this helpless passivity. The contradiction between the two Kariseswas not at al easy to
encompass, and Zanja began to understand alittle of why Mabin and Norinaand even Karis hersdf had
been unable to imagine her as anything other than aflawed vessd, to be paiched together until it could be
replaced. But if fire talent could not encompass a grand contradiction, what good was it?

It seemed strange that the nights had turned chilly, until Zanjaexamined the night sky and redlized that any
day now, the stars of summer would set. Karistook Zanjaexploring up the river canyon, which required
more staminathan Zanjawould have thought Karis possessed. Karis s energy seemed inspired by the
grand scae of the landscape: the broken rocks as big as houses, the foaming river, the looming stone
cliffs, the narrow strip of sky. Her fascination with the place worked as a camouflage, and it took some
time for Zanjato redize that the quality of their conversation had changed, and not for the better. They
skated across the surface of a conversation mysterioudy opaque and impenetrable, like water turned to
ice

By the time they returned to Otter Lake, Zanjawas utterly confounded. Karis had used hersdlf up by
then, and they stopped to rest on arock at the edge of the beach. The sun had dropped below the
canyon rim, but the rock retained its warmth, and Zanjalay back upon it and shut her eyes, only to be
assailed by achaos of emotion that her disciplines could hardly keep in check. So thiswaslove, she
thought ironicaly, and hoped she’ d soon discover the remedy for it. Then, she felt amouth touch hers,
tentatively, curioudy, and she opened her eyesto find Karis's somber face, carved into hollows by her
hard tight with smoke, so close that Zanja scarcely would have had to move to kiss her again. Zanjasaid
desperately, “Now you are torturing me.”

“I’'mtorturing mysdlf,” Karis said. She sat back, but Zanja<till could scarcely breathe. “If my hands had
been cut off I’d dtill beinterested in picking things up, and | might even try it onceinawhile”

Zanjasaid, in avoicethat did not seem hers, “Pleasedon’t try it again.”
“Then how am | to liveaswell and joyfully as| can?Y ou pose me quite a paradox.”

Karis had given Zanja s scarcely functioning mind aglyph of wordsto figure out. While Zanjafloundered
in her divination, Karis sat with her chin upon her fist. Sometimes, atrembling passed over her. At lag,
Kans spoke again. “Maybe you' ve been mercilessfor good reasons, but you’ ve been merciless
nonetheess”

“It' sawonder you can stand my company,” Zanjasaid giffly. “ Surely it’ snot pleasant to be reminded
constantly of what you cannot have.”

“Zanja, | could have whatever | wanted, if only | could want it. But I'm not like you, for even when you



lay pardyzed, with your back broken, you still could want something. So you could imagine alife worth
living, though there was much you might want and be unable to have. It’ s not the having that mattersto
you, am | right? So you can imagine living your whole life besde me, in astate of unfulfilled desire, and
that’ s acceptable to you because it isdesireitsdf that givesyou joy. But | am an earth witch and no
meatter how rich my life of heart and mind become—and | am rich now, richer than | ever have been—it
never can amount to joy. | need the earth, the flesh, the life of the skin. Without that, thiswhole thing—"
she gestured at the shadowed canyon, the vivid sky, “—isjust an intellectud exercise”

Zanjasat up, more bewildered by hersdlf than shewas by Karis. “I can’'t explainiit, but | know that what
you'vesaidisonly haf thetruth. Y ou' re standing in adoorway looking in one direction and thinking that
what you seeisdl thereis. But if you turned around you' d see something else entirely.”

If Karis had received aclassica education, then surely she would know that the Woman of the Doorway
faces danger any way she looks. But Karis did not state this obvious objection, and she sighed and
seemed relieved, asthough this very peculiar conversation had served a purpose only she could
comprehend. “All right,” shesaid. “I’ll try to turn around. | apologize for my behavior,” she added. “It
seemed like you wanted to give me some comfort yesterday with al your talk of Ranse—amodel
friendship, untainted by desire. But it only made me redlize how much | detest the compromiseyou're
offering. So | thought of how I’ ve learned to fed the meta beneath my hammer, not by touch, but by
knowing it fromwithin. | thought | might know you that way.”

“How isthat different from what you had to do in Laldi?’ Zanjaput her head in her hands. “Y ou can
know me without touching me.

“If | wereafireblood, yes”
“| see” Zanjasaid, inthe grip of adeep dismay.

After awhile, Karis s big hand stroked softly down the back of Zanja s shirt, and Karissaid, “ There's
no point agonizing. | just want you to understand.”

“| can’t understand without agonizing,” Zanjasaid. But she lifted her head and added shakily, “You'll be
wanting to get back.”

Karis stood up and they started down the beach, and after awhile Karis closed her hand around
Zanjd s. “Norinaaready has|eft her child and istraveling north. | had promised to send the raven before
her |abor began, soif | know Norina, she’ sin apanic now.”

Zanjasad, “Wel, we can't have her tearing apart the countryside looking for us, with no idea of what the
dangersare. I'll haveto go find her, somehow, before Mabin does.”

Karisnodded. Zanjd s hand fdt likeit was pinched in atrembling vice.
“How soon do you think I'd have to leave?’

“She straveling very fast, and we' Il want to catch her well before Strongbridge. That' swhat, six day’s
travel from here?

“Atleast.”
“At least? Then you should leave tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow!”



Karissaid softly, “1 agree. It s much too soon.”
“She'll comerampaging in—"
“Shewill,” Karisagreed.

They had walked in silence dmost to the cave before either one of them spoke again. Zanjasaid, “ The
last time | left you, you disappeared.”

“Well you could be the one who disappearsthistime. I'm sure Mabin islooking for you. Y ou should
take Emil with you.”

“No. Emil stayswith you. Emil and Medric both.”
“With Medric and the water witch looking out for me—"
“They don't have Emil’ s knowledge and experience.”

Karissighed. “Y ou want Emil to stay with me for the same reason | want him to go with you. Well, let’'s
not get into an argument about whose life is most worth protecting. | awayslosethat one.”

They were standing at the entrance to the cave, and Zanjaredlized that thistime Karis did not want her to
goin. Karissad, “I’ll be awake long before the sun tomorrow.”

“Wake me up once you're awake.”

Karis nodded. Her sorrow might have been aload of iron, yet she smiled wryly, asthough she
recognized that she was accepting the very compromise she detested: an arm’ slength intimacy that must
inevitably be corrupted by bitterness. After she had gone ingde, Zanja sat alone upon the beach, wishing
futilely for one easy choice, one option that did not leave her bleeding and bereft. The sky grew dark,
and Emil and Medric came walking down the cliff path, hand in hand, talking earnestly, carrying abrace
of rabbits and a basket of mushrooms for supper. Between the two of them, they were more kind to her
than she could endure, and she went to bed early to get away from them.

After sunrise, Emil walked with Zanjato the top of the canyon path where their horses were picketed.
Emil decided not to tell her about Medric’ s restless night; she did not need to worry more. He promised
to look after Karis. From Homely’ s back, Zanjalooked down at him and said with something of her old
irony, “So now you' re nursemaid to two rogue elementals. Y our elevation has been meteoric.”

“I can gtand it alittlelonger,” he said. “ Just ook out after yourself.”

Shedid not remind him that her surviva up until now had bordered on the miraculous. “ A warrior
shouldn’'t have so much to lose” she sad. “Especidly knowing as| do just what it’ sliketo loseit.”

“Nothing will belost.” Hetook her hand and lightly kissed her knuckle. “I’ll 1ook for you in twelve days.
Medric and | will hunt some fowl, and we' |l have afeast. And then dl of uswill decide what we' re going
to do with ourselves. Now go.”

Her ugly horse pranced across the pathless ground as though he thought he was on parade. Watching her
go so lightly and yet so heavily, Emil had the odd thought that she did not yet know what she had to fear.
Y et, knowing her way was fraught with unknown danger, she had set forth. And so we all are Paladins,



Emil thought, every last one of us who sets forth so lightly upon a dangerous road.

He had this same thought again, later, when Karis came out from under smoke and spent the afternoon
with him and Medric in ahilarious attempt to circumnavigate the lake. Karisfeared deep or flowing water
and, like dl earth witches, could not endure setting foot in aboat. While scrambling up and down the
rocks, Karis made hersdlf entertaining, with ahumor that was deep and subtle and utterly entrancing. But
the charming afternoon left Emil with an aching heart, and he and Medric spent astrangely silent evening
afterwards. That something of great import was at work in both of them seemed clear. But what they
struggled with Emil could not fathom, and both of them kept their own counsdl.

Six days Zanjatraveled across afamiliar landscape. She skirted Meartown to the west and forded the
river north of Strongbridge, then worked her way south, cross-country. A day’ sjourney south of
Strongbridge, shetook lodging at afarm near the road she and Norina had traveled, and settled down to
watch the road. In the afternoon of her second day of watching, Norina appeared. Shetraveled in the
company of her gentle husband, riding horses so tired they dragged their hoovesin thedirt.

Zanjagreeted J han firgt, who said in some bewilderment, “Zanja? | hardly can believe my eyesl” She
clasped his hand, thinking how incredible it was that he had endured Norina s company long enough to
clam ahusband' sright, and yet hiswife did not trust him enough to explain where they weretraveling, or

why.
To Noring, Zanjasad, “ Some terrible things have happened, but Karis has survived.”
Norina subjected her to aremote examination. “Y ou are not confident of her well-being, though.”

“At that farmstead over there, you can have your horses looked after, and perhaps even eat some supper
and get anight’srest. It will take sometime for meto explain.”

“WEll go to the farmstead, of course,” J han said, and started his reluctant horse forward. In amoment,
Norinafollowed. J han laid hishand on Zanja s shoulder as she walked at hisstirrup. “Sothisisall aout
Karis?| should have known.”

Norinasaid, “Andit’ snot your business, asl’ve beentdling you dl dong.”

“Y our hedlth and safety are not my business,” J han said, asthough agreeing. Norinaglared, and fell
back out of hearing rather than be further subjected to the criticisms she could not help but hear, no
matter what words her husband choseto use.

Jhan said to Zanja, “We have ahearty daughter, with a hedlthy set of lungs on her. She’ sdown there on
the seacoast, no doubt screaming fit to raise the dead.” And | should be with her, histone of voice said,
S0 clearly that even anon-Truthken easily could hear it.

Zanjasad, “Perhapsyou' |l be able to return to your daughter.”
Jhan smiled sadlly. “I have every intention of doing that.”
“Without Norina?’

“Norinachooses differently from how | choose. And asyou know, sheisuncompromising. So thisis
how it ends.”



Later, having Situated the horses and made suitable arrangements with the farmers for lodging, Zanjasat
with Norinain the guest room and told her how Mabin had tried and failed to kill Karis. Norinalistened
in unnerving slence. She asked no questions, neither did she argue. For awhile shelay upon the rope
bed, then she got up to pace the room, then she sat down and picked the dried mud from her boots.
When Zanjahad finished, Norinawent to the window and leaned out to shout for J han to comeinside.

“Have you ever heard of someone using less smoke?’ she asked him when he camein, wiping his hands
onatowd.

“Lessthan what?’ he asked blankly.

“Kariswasforced to smoke more frequently than her usua amount, much more. Enough to nearly kill
her. And now she' s decreasing that frequency, trying to reduce herself back down to once aday. Have
you ever heard of such athing?’

“No,” he said in some astonishment. “1s she being successful?”’
“Yes, gpparently, though it hasn't been easy.”

“| dways have heard the smoke usersinevitably increase the amount they smoke, until they die of the
poison or ese from their inability to buy as much drug asthey need. If it' s possible for them to useless. .
" He paused, shaken and distressed. “ Then we have abandoned them to afate that we always assumed
to be inevitable, when in fact we should have been trying to help them.”

“Karisisdifferent,” Norinasaid.

“Sheisan extraordinary person of great wit and will. But sheis human, and her body is no different from
mineor yours.”

“Y ou don’t know what you' re talking about,” Norina snapped.
Jhan st hislipsand visibly restrained himsdlf from asharp reply.

“What iswrong with you?’ Zanjasaid to Norinalater, after she had sent J han away again. “1 can hardly
endure your company, and | don't see how bringing you to Kariswill do her aservice.”

“Watch your words, Zanjana Tarwein. I’m not in atolerant mood.”
“I would never expect you to be tolerant.”

Norinasat again on the bed and dug her fingersinto her short hair, which was stiff with dirt and stood
upright like wheat staks. “Go away.”

After along silence shelooked a Zanja, who had remained Sitting where she was, at the table by the
window. Norinasaid, “Y ou tell methat Karis strue enemy ismy commander and a hero of the people,
and that somehow |, a Truthken, never noticed. Y ou tell me that when my dearest friend needed methe
most desperately, she nearly died in my absence. And now you imply that you have the ability and the
right to keep me from her unless | behave mysalf according to your high standards. Y our very presence
chides me. Go away and chide someone dse.”

Zanjaleft her, and found J han out in the kitchen, examining acollection of dirty and impatient children,
who clearly wanted to make the best of the remaining daylight and saw no reason to be subjected to a
heder’ s scrutiny. J han sent them away, reassured the gathered parents about their hedth, and took
Zanjaby thearm out into the privacy of theyard. They sat upon the edge of thewell, and for sometime



neither of them said aword.
“The people of air are not easy to love,” Zanjasaid at last.
“Nor evento like sometimes,” J han said.

“Would you at least come and have alook at Karis, before you start your own journey? I’ m weary with
caring for her.”

“Yes, of course. My child'sin good hands, and | am afraid Norinawill kill hersalf with this hard traveing.
It was not an easy birth.”

Zanjasighed. “I was beginning to see how being friends with a Truthken might be invigorating enough that
| could put up with the exasperation. But now | can't seeit anymore.”

J han laughed heartily, without anger for once.

“And | fear for Karis, should she be trapped between air and fire. In truth, | wouldn’t blame her if she
decided to get rid of us both, just so she could have some peace.”

They taked until after dark, when one of the farmers called them in to supper. Norinadid not appear a
the supper table, and J han dept out in the barn with Zanja. In the morning, their journey north began, an
angry journey made even more grim by the weather, which turned wet and sormy only after they had
traveled beyond the reaches of civilization and there was no shdlter to be found. By the time they reached
the canyon path they all had been wet to the skin for two days and nights, and the nights had been cold
aswell aswet. They had been deeping huddled together for warmth, but rel ations between them had not
thawed much.

Indl, thirteen days had passed since Zanja had last traversed this rocky pathway down to the lake. Then
the lake had glowed like ajewel; now it was gray, with the muted colors of tree and canyon bleeding
acrossit likeink on awet page. Hafway down the path, Zanja spotted Emil riding up to meet them. He
aso rode on horseback, with his horse muddied to the belly and rain dripping from its mane, and he
looked as wearied and worried as Zanjaever had seen him. Before he even spoke she knew that
something terrible had happened.

“Karis has disgppeared again,” he said. “ Five days we' ve been hunting for her, and haven’t seen atrace,
not even afootprint. Zanja, listen—before you ride off in apanic and kill yourself on the dippery
stones—I swear to you that she was not taken away. She has written a glyph upon the space of her
cave, and the message, | think, isintended for you.”

In the cave shelter, the water clock was not merely shattered, but pulverized to powder. In the middie of
the cavefloor lay Karis sbox of smoke, with thelid broken to splinters, and the interior burnt to
charcod. Of the contents, the haf year’ s supply of smoke, nothing remained but ashes.

Y es, Zanja could easily read this glyph. She dropped to her knees beside the incinerated box. Of course
Karis could not imagine hersaf free from Mabin’s control and Nonna s expectationsif she could not lso
imagine hersaf free of smoke. Nearly amonth of battling back the smoke must have given her an insane
hope that she might be able to defeat it for good. That was the doorway she had decided to enter, the
doorway where certain death lurked.

And then Norinawas shouting at her: “What have you done! What did you do to her!” And it did not



even occur to Zanjauntil too late that she had to defend hersalf, and Norina s heavy boot dammed into
her sde—once, twice, athird time—before Zanja had managed to catch Norina s foot and take her
down. And then they wereralling, their blades of folded stedl ringing like bells, a sweet, terrible sound.
But no matter where Kariswas, at the very moment that Zanja s blade cut into Norina sflesh, Karis
would know.

Zanjaflung her dagger away and blocked with her forearm a stroke that could have killed her, and felt
the dagger dicethrough cloth and flesh and al the way to bone. She brought her knee up reflexively into
Norind s crotch and heard her shout, and then she was rolling away and rising to her feet, but Norina's
heavy boot cracked into her knee and Zanja heard, rather than felt, the bone shatter like pottery. Then
Emil took Norinafrom behind and the fight seemed to be over. And then the pain came.

“Hold ill,” J han said, hisvoice deadly cam.
“Gods burn her to ashes—"
“Zanja, hold till. Y our ribs might be broken and you could bekilled yet.”

Zanjahad seen the kind of death that came when arib pierced alung, and she held hersdlf ill, or as ill
asshecould. A very bad time followed. There was much frantic activity around her, and sometimes

J han’ s voice penetrated the haze of pain, dways cam, measured, talking steadily to her or to someone
else: “1 know it’ sbad, Zanja, but there’ s no time to brew a potion. Just keep breathing—you know how
to keep the pain from taking control of you—Now, sir, give me the bandages, and that grayish
bottle—yes, that one. Put more pressure on her arm; it' sstarting to leak again . . .” Hefaded out, and
when he came back he was working with needle and thread like a ssamster—nice of him to mend
Zanja s shirt—except that it was her arm he was mending—and she couldn’t take a deep breath for
somereason. “You're awake again?’ he said. “ Almaost done now. Amazing how easy itisto do thiskind
of damage and how much work it takesto fix. Y ou can't breathe very well because I’ ve got your ribs
bound, but they’ re just cracked.”

“What happened to my leg?’ she croaked. Her entire leg seemed to beimmobilized with asplint of some
kind, but the pain was dazzling and nauiseating.

“It'snot good at al—sir, can you cut that?—Y our kneecap’ s shattered so badly | don’t know if it can
mend. At thevery least it'll be along time before you can move about at dl, even on crutches. I've got it
inasplint, but—"

Zanjashut her eyesto understand him better, but the information seemed beyond comprehension. All she
could think of wasKaris, incinerating her entire smoke supply and walking away. How long would it take
for her to die? Would Zanjafed it, when Karis died?

“What happened to Norina?’ she asked.
“Shewent away,” J han said distractedly.

Zanjaglanced sdeways and saw Emil, holding Zanja sarm till so that J han could work on it, watching
J han’swork with professond interest. There was blood everywhere. Feding Zanja s attention, Emil
raised an eyebrow and said mildly, “Now that was the dirtiest fight I’ ve seen outside of atavern. Too
bad you were at the receiving end.”

Zanjagasped, “I'd hurt Karisif | hurt Norina.”

“Unfortunately, Norina had no such compunctions. But thisis an amazingly clean wound.”



J han said, “With theright blow, ablade like that could kill you before you knew you were hurt. | wish
my surgeon’ sknives were that sharp.”

“Where sMedric?’ Zanjasad.

“Now you're gtarting to think,” Emil said. “Karis seemsto have convinced Medric to keep his mouth
shut. He' srefused to help ook for Karis, as have the Lake People refused. It s been just me and Annis,
chasing around the countryside like a couple of wastrels. | even tried your trick with the directiona
glyphs, but it doesn’t work for me.”

“Hold ill!” J han said.

“Gods curses on that madwoman,” Zanja gasped as afresh wave of pain washed through her. “I’'mthe
only onewho can find her!”

“You'll haveto accept that you' re not going anywhere,” J han said.

Annis brought over asteaming bowl of dark, stinking fluid and held it out for J han’ sinspection. He
dipped in afingertip and tasted it, and made aface. “Practicaly undrinkable. That’ s about right.”

“No one's been ableto find Medric either,” Annissaid. “He s around, but no matter where you are, he's
just left moments before.”

Medric said at the doorway of the cave, “I’'m here now. Good gods.” He looked around the
blood-smesared cave.

“You didn't dream this part?” Emil said bitterly.

Pale, red-eyed with deeplessness or sorrow, Medric dropped to one knee beside Zanja. “Karis
promised to makeit possible to find her. She said she' d go west along the canyon rim asfar as she could
go infive daystravel, and then she’' d hole up in some hollow place where she could see the sky. She
asked me to beg your pardon, Zanja, for deceiving you, but she had to fight this battle alone.”

“She brought enough smoke to last until today?’
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“All three of you must go find her, then. If she can be saved—"

J han said, with that terrible honesty that was sometimesthe only gift aheder could give, “Zanja, thereis
no hope of that. Even if we can find her before she dies, the only thing that could save her is smoke, and
we have none.*

Emil saidin alow voice, “Mabin has some.”

Therewas slence. Zanjasaid, “Kariswould rather die.” She made the mistake of moving, and for some
time she could do nothing but bresthe and struggle to stay conscious. When J han put the bowl to her
mouth she drank just aswallow of the bitter pain killer. “J han, Karisis vested with the power of
Shaftd,” shesaid.

He sat back sharply, nearly spilling the bowl of potion. “What!”
“Gowiththemto find her. If sheisdying, at least she should die with dignity.”

“Annis can take care of Zanja,” Emil said.



Annis grumbled because her long recess with the Otter People had come to an end, but she did not
refuse her old commander’ swill. They settled Zanja onto the pallet with the potion beside her, and within
the time it would have taken ten drops of water to fall from the water clock, they were gone.

Zanjatook one more swalow of the bitter potion, and told Annisto leave her done. After that camea
merciful darkness and stillness.

As she dept, Zanjadreamed that she was an owl, flying across the face of the earth, with theriver
flowing to her right, black as blood, and rocks below, like scattered bones. At lagt, she found Karis, a
broken and twisted body in agrassy hollow where sharp stones broke through the earth like teeth. Her
body was cold; no breath passed her lips. Emil, Medric, J han, and Norinaknelt in acircle around her,
digging with their bare hands to cover her with earth. Norinawas weeping, racked with agrief made dll
the more terrible by the bitter strength her sorrow had overcome.

Zanjamust have cried something in her deep, for she opened her eyesto find Annis beside her, with a
cool hand upon her burning forehead. Zanja sthroat felt scoured raw, and her voice came out awhisper.
“They will find her too late. Isthere any word?’

“Zanja, it smuch too soon.”
“But someoneishere”
“What do you mean?’

“| fed it

“Maybe the potion is giving you halucinations.” But Anniswent to the doorway, where Zanjacould seea
bit of star-scattered sky above, and abit of star-scattered lake below. “1 don’'t see anything,” Annissaid.
Then her body gave ajerk and she uttered a surprised grunt and lifted a hand asif to investigate what had
struck her, but before she could understand what had happened, she fell.

It happened so suddenly that the sound of the pistol’ sreport didn’t register until after Annis' s knees
buckled. There was nowhere for Zanjato go, evenif she’d had the ability and will to flee. Her blade lay
within reach, but thanks to Norina her blade hand was usdess. Her pistolswere dtill in Homely's
saddlebags, and the three men had taken Homely with them. Five people came into the cave and made
certain that Zanjawas indeed hel pless, and then Mabin camein. “Whereis Karis?’

“Karis has returned to earth.”

Mabin struck her acrossthe face. “ Thetruth!”

Zanjatasted blood. She said thickly, “Karis has ddlivered hersdlf to the smoke.”
Mabin sat back on her hedls, rigid with frustration. * She makes no sense.”

“There'sno one else here,” one of her companions said. “We' ve searched al dong the beach. No
horses, no equipment, no nothing. Just the two of them, and Annisisdead.”

Mabin hissed in her bregth, and then rleased it. “If I’ d known it was Annis—well, there’sno help for it
now. So long aswe ve got this one, we' ve as good as got the one | want. WE |l have to settle for that.”



“This one seemsto be newly injured. Brokenribs, it lookslike, and—" Zanjafelt her injured arm lifted
and examined. “ She was cut defending hersdlf, with hedler’ s stitches closing up the wound. A nice, clean
jobof it.”

“A healer, and someone with anasty temper—that would be Norinaand her consort. No doubt there's
been a disagreement and Norina has taken off with Karis” Mabin fell silent amoment, and then she
muttered, “ Shaftal, what have | done to desarvethis?’

Zanjawastired to the bone, and tired to the heart. She shut her eyes and did not open them again until
her captorslifted her onto the litter they had made for her, and the pain began again. The Paladinshad to
step over Annis s body asthey carried Zanjaout into the cold night. And Karis—Karis aso would soon
be dead.

Chapter Twenty-five

Emil, Medric, and J han traveled through the afternoon and across the dark span of the night asthough
demons were after them. “I think we' re close now,” Medric said, sometime after dawn. Soon
afterwards, they spotted the white flag lying limp in the haf light: Karis sshirt, they redlized when they
had drawn near, tied to atree branch by the deeves. They untied it and soon had found their way into a
hollow of earth that was cupped like the palm of agiant hand. Therein the center Karislay in the wet
grass. Norina, whose long intimacy with Karis must have helped her to find her firgt, lay beside her,
embracing her naked body with her own.

“She'stoo cold,” shesaid.

Emil lay down on Karis s other sde and they sandwiched her between them. After J han had listened to
Karis s heart, he covered her with blankets, and sat upon a stone with his head in his hands, as though he
could not bring himsalf to speak. The Truthken, though, began to weep. Having emptied hersalf of anger,
Emil thought, now only grief remained. She had indeed loved Karis, however badly she might have done
it.

Emil held Karistightly, asthough to keep her from faling. Her powerful muscleslay limp and cold; her
heartbeat was intangible, the motion of her breeth so wesk it seemed illusory. She' d bitten her mouith,
battered her hands, scraped her skin raw upon the stones, in aterrible, solitary agony that had mercifully
ended now. She would die without ever opening her eyes again. The heder did not have to say it out
loud.

Norinasat up. Her hair was plastered down with water and mud, her face pale with exhaustion beneath
the grime of hard travd. “J han, what can we do?’

“Only smoke could save her,” J han said.

The Truthken shuddered, as though she' d been cut with ablade. “1 have some smoke,” shesaid. “Ten
years|’ve carried it with me, asasurety.”

J han legpt to hisfedt. “We must improvise apipe.”



“But thisonetime will not fail her.” Norinatook a pouch out of her shirt and emptied its contentsinto
the pam of her hand. One by one she untwisted the spills of paper and crushed the contents to powder
between her fingers, and rubbed the powder into the wet grass where it could not be reclaimed. None of
them made any move to stop her.

Jhan said, “Medric, perhaps you will start afire and we [l warm some water to bathe her. And then we'll
put her clotheson her.”

Throughout the night, Medric had traveled silently, except for an occasona hoarse word to direct their
path, adirective which they had accepted in silence. From time to time, his face had seemed to come at
Emil out of the darkness. drawn with sorrow, wet with tears, hollow with aterrible weariness, asthough
he had borne the whole weight of history upon thefrail hinges of hisvison, and could not carry that
weight much longer. But now Medric stood back, gazing at this desperate, hopeless scene as distantly as
agenerd gazeson abattle. “ There sareason why shetook off her clothes,” he said.

Norinawiped a deeve across her eyes as though to clear afog, and looked at him in that way which
makes even the bravest warrior flinch back from a Truthken' s stare. “By the land, what are you?’ she
sad softly.

Medric did not flinch under her gaze.
She sad, asquietly asbefore, “ Better people than | have given you their trust. Tell mewhat you see.”

“Madam Truthken, when you destroyed that smoke, | saw you close adoor. And | saw another door
open. Thereisno onein thisland who knows Karis like you know her. So tell me, why did she take off
her clothes?’

“Even though Karis cannot fed the wisdom of her flesh, there are times she knows exactly what she
needsto do. | supposeit isearth logic.”

“Sowouldn’t it be even morelogicd if shelay on soil rather than grass?’

Norinabegan pulling up great handfuls of grass by the roots. J han and Medric helped her, and by the
time the sun had risen, they had cleared a patch big enough to lay Karis upon with her skin pressed
againgt the damp black earth.

“Itlookslikeagrave,” Norinasaid.

“Butitisagarden.” Medric's eyes had seemed glazed with deeplessness and sorrow, but he was, Emiil
redlized suddenly, in the midst of awaking vison.

Emil said, “Medric, what should we do now?”’

“Plant her,” Medric said. “Plant her so shewill grow.”

Emil went cregping through the nearby brush until he managed to kill acouple of heavy ground birdswith
some lucky shots. Plucking and cleaning the birds took nearly aslong as hunting them had, and then he
dug up some roots that would make a poor substitute for potatoes, and picked greens. He returned with
his heavy gathering bag to find that nothing much had changed. J han had dosed Medric with adeeping
draught to stop his hdlucinations, and Medric dept, pale and exhausted even in deep, hisface il
creasing sometimes with worry or fear. J han, abotanist like al healers, had collected apile of



strengthening herbs. Norinaknelt at Karis' s Side like a mud-covered statue, watching her bresthe. Karis,
except for her face, was covered with ablanket of soil that steamed now in the warm afternoon sun. She
had not died yet, and that was surprising.

Emil filled his pot with the fowl and the roots and set it on the fire to stew, then went off again to gather
wood and fill their canteens. Normally, dl the walking and riding and worrying would have crippled him
by now, but when Karislaid her hands upon his knee she had repaired much more than that one badly
hedled old injury. He had returned to their camp, and was stirring the pot that had started to smmer,
when he heard Norina say in avoice destroyed by weeping, “Karis.”

Emil feared what he would see, but what he saw was that the soil had cracked over Karis' s chest, and
those cracks widened and narrowed in rhythm with her deep bresths. Karislay quiet, eyes open, gazing
at Norinawith an expression Emil would not have liked to have directed at him. She turned her face
away and Norinasat back, asif she had been hit.

J han scraped away the earth so he could listen to Karis sheart. He said, “Waell, Karis, it seems your
heart wants to keep beating.”

He put his head near hers, for she seemed to have spoken. “ Emil, she' sasking for you.”

Emil went to knedl beside her. Her voice was just awhisper, like a sheet of paper being torn. “Zanja,”
shesaid.

“We left her in the cave by Otter Lake. She and Norinahad afight and she was unableto travel.”
On Karis sother side, Norina covered her face with her hands. Zanja' sblood still spattered her shirt.

Karis opened her mouth again, and the tearing paper sound resolved itself into aword: “No,” or perhaps,
“I know.” Then she said, “Whereis she?’

Emil gazed at her, baffled. Norinadropped her hands and said, “Karis, | swear | didn’t kill her.”
Karisdid not look at her or seem to have heard her.

“Sheisdive” Emil said. “ She was hitterly angry at Norinaand desperately worried about you, last | saw
her.”

Karissaid very carefully, asthough to astupid child, “Where. Is. She”

Silence, then Norina spoke, looking at Emil and not at Karis. “ Something has befdlen Zanja. Karis
cannot perceive her presence.”

“What!” Emil legpt to hisfeet.
“I will accompany you. | won't anger her any longer with my presence.”

J han began to protest, but stopped himsalf and said in exasperation, “ There' sno point in even talking to
you. Emil, if | give you some powders, will you find away to make her take them? Sip them into her
drinking weter if you have to. She has not even rested since giving birth, and seems determined to kill
hersdf.”

“Ill take your powders,” Norina said. She stood up and began to gather her gear, making the jerky,
mechanical movements of abody strained beyond endurance.

Karis continued to gaze at Emil. Only the earth had brought her back from the threshold; she had no



businessbeing diveat al. Anger burned m the depth of her sunken eyes, and suddenly, Emil could
imagine her as G’ deon of Shaftdl.

Emil said to her, “WE€ |l wait alittle while for Medric to wake up, in case he can tell uswhat’ s befdlen
her. Wewill find her. Y ou have plenty of evidence that fire bloods do not lose what they love.”

Sometime after Karis had eaten and been taken hostage by a healing deep, Medric awoke, not with a
dart, ashe usudly did, but dowly; so that Emil, who had been doing what he could for the exhausted
horses, could contrive to be beside him when hefinally awoke, and place the correct pair of spectacles
upon hisnose. Medric said thickly, “1 recognize you even asablur.”

“I certainly should hope s0,” Emil said.

Medric smiled, and so it seemed that they would survive the anger and disappointment of the last few
days. Still, Emil said, aswasright, “| fed asif | failed you by being angry at the choices you felt you had
to make. Surely it was aterrible timefor you, and my anger only made it worse.”

Medric said in some astonishment, “Are you trying to tell me that—"
“Karisisgoingtolive, asfar as J han can tel. And, gpparently, she’ sgoing to live without smoke.”

“Oh, Shaftd,” Medric said, sitting up in adaze. “ Oh, earth and sky, do you fed it? The door is swinging
open, and the breezeisblowing through . . .”

Emil said, though he hated to dampen the young seer’ s enthusiasm, “I’m so worried about Zanjaand
Annisthat there’ s not much else | can think about. Something has befalen them, Karis says, and that
something can only be Mabin.”

“Karis doesn’t know what happened?’
“She can hardly talk, but Norinasaysthat Zanjais beyond Karis sken.”

“Well, that puts her over water then, doesn’t it? It seems obvious enough.” Hetook off his spectacles
and rubbed his eyes.

It had not been at dl obviousto Emil, but, remembering Karis s discomfort around water, it began to
make akind of sense. It was said that Shaftal isthe G’ deon’ s flesh and bone, and nothing happens
between ocean and mountain that the G’ deon does not fed. If Karis could not feel Zanja, alive or dead,
then it could only mean Zanjawas no longer in physica contact with the earth. He said, “So she's
somewhereon theriver.”

“I'll comewith you.”

“Medric, my dear, if Karis ever needed a seer beside her, now isthetime. I'll find Zanjawithout your
help. Y ou know | can. And | have Norina, who isthe equivaent of an entire battalion.”

“But it san awfully bigriver.”

“Y ou forget about our friends the Otter People. Surely the water witch will know what’ s happened on his
river.” Emil kissed Medric, not too hagtily, and then he kissed him again. Before he could stand up, he
had to disentangle himself from thefist gripped in hishair. For thefirs timein days, it was not just



weariness that made him so dizzy.

And o the next day Emil and Norinafound the empty cave and fresh blood splashed across the stones,
and then the Otter People came and took them to the idand, where they showed them Annis's bodly.
They had laid her in alittle boat with her knees drawn up to her chest like an infant curled in the womb,
and they had filled her boat with journey gifts: anet and fishing spear, tiny people of twisted reed to
accompany her, abottle of good spring water, asupply of dried fish, and many small items of greet vaue:
knives and beads and pieces of worked fish skin, the kind of giftsthat are given to abeloved friend when
bidding her good-bye. At sunset they dl escorted Annis acrossthe lake to theriver outlet, and they let
her boat go and watched until she'd dipped out of sight. They uttered encouraging shouts to send her on
her journey, but many of the people seemed devastated with grief. They’ d loved her more, and better,
than her family ever had.

Emil had seen many a Pdadin killed or maimed, but always had been able to explain the death ashaving
served a cause. Thisdeath could only be explained as a betraya. WWhen he wept for Annis, he wept dso
for himsdlf, for an entire adulthood spent serving under the command of aleader who would kill an
innocent like Annissmply for being inthe way.

Emil understood perhaps three dozen words of the Otter Peopl€' slanguage, which was not enough to
ask the question he needed to ask. But the old water witch was dismayed by the terrible, sudden
violence that had occurred on the shores of hislake, and told what had happened using story dalls, like
thelittle reed poppets that had accompanied Annison her last journey. The dall that had Zanja slong
hair was in aboat two day’ sjourney to the east of Otter Lake.

Emil and Norinaleft at dawn to journey to the Paladin garrison where dl that remained of the old
traditions of Shaftal were preserved, al except the traditions of honor and open-handed generosity.
These traditions were not even mentioned in the letter of the law, but without them the law wasjust a
mindlessformula. Emil had dared to read alittle of the Mackapee manuscript before he carefully put it
away inamouse-proof ches, inadry attic, in astone building unlikely to burn down. And what he'd
read there was the spirit of a man who valued change. “ The peaceful speech of strangerstransformsthe
world,” Mackapee had written in his crabbed handwriting. If Emil had laid eyes on the manuscript fifteen
years before, he' d have hurried past those words, looking for more subtle revelations, wordsto argue
about inthe university.

Zanjana Tarwein had lived by and nearly died for that transformation. Mabin Pdadin, the hero of the
people, had chosen another way, the shortsighted way of the bitterly conquered, the vengeance by which
the wronged becomes the wrongdoer and the whole world givesway to war. When Emil lay downin
love with a son of the enemy, he had abandoned that vengeance, and he was only now beginning to
realize what that meant for him. And Norina Truthken, whose devotion to the law had not been ableto
keep her from betraying her dearest friend, what was she going to do now?

Norinahad scarcely spoken aword on thisentire journey. Shewas far from recovered from childbirth,
and her bandaged, milk-swollen breasts must have hurt her greetly. She took the powders her husband
had given her: reliably, publicly, as though she was doing akind of penance. In fact shewas doing the
only thing aperson of honor could do in her position: accepting disgrace, humbling her pride, making
reparations. She would put her life at risk to do these things, and her life wouldn’t be worth much if she
could not accomplish them.

When they stopped to rest the horses and est their dinner of cold fish and flatbread, Emil said, “I’'m



curious how the law would resolve this paradox we rein.”

Norinasnorted in bitter amusement and passed him the jug of water. “ Everyone who breaksthe law
doesit for the same reason: because her own desire, she believes, should take precedence. The question
is, which of usisinfact the lawbreaker, when our governor under the law falsinto the error of thinking
sherulesthelaw rather than being ruled by it? Are weright, for serving Karis s persond interests and
thus opposing Mabin? Or are Mabin’ sfollowersright for serving Mabin's persona interests and thus
injuring Karis? This Stuation isajudge sworst nightmare.”

“Butif KarisisG'deon .. .”

Norinalifted her head, asthough genuinely surprised a the idea. “ That has never even been apossibility.
But now that sheisno longer addicted to smoke, perhaps everything has changed. If Karisis G’ deon,
that certainly resolvesthe mora difficulty. The G’ deon’sroleis and aways has been to protect the land,
to remember the people, even if that means going beyond the law. And we are required by law to serve
the G’ deon first. However—"

“She' snot the G’ deon.”
“It'snot asif we had the power to decide such athing.”

“So we have aparadox, apuzzle that defies resolution. But not a dilemma, for we both know exactly
what we must do, and we intend to do it. That iswhat intrigues me, you see. It'sa purely philosophica
problem.”

Norinagroaned, as people often do when they hear the word “philosophy,” for the Truthkens are dways
wanting their truths to be unarguable. So she seemed to be curing herself with saf-mockery, the only cure
for the obsessiveness that is the bane of dl Truthkens, and no doubt she was practicing it as deliberately
as shewas taking her husband’ s powders. A woman of her age and experience could hardly expect to
be re-schooled by anyone except hersdf. But if she had atrue community such schooling would be the
service her people provided. And if Kariswereto lack such acommunity aswell, who would then

school her in theright use of her power?

Oh, but if there was one thing Karis did not lack, surely it was wise and strong-willed friends. And they
al would be well advisad to not get into the habit of servicing her whims, even now, when shewas so
desperately ill. To do her will without question was no service at al, but an abdication.

“What are you thinking that makes you so happy?’ Norina asked.

“Just when | was thinking with despair of adishonorable and unappeding retirement, | redizethat | may
yet have an interesting few years ahead of me. Madam Truthken—"

“Oh for pity’ ssake, cal me Norina.”
“Why don’t you lie down and rest for awhile, and I’ ll make agood report to your husband.”

She was not so humorless as she had seemed. She was il chuckling when she lay down on the blanket
he brought her, and shut her eyes.

Before dawn the next day, the two of them stood on the canyon’ s edge overlooking the Paladins Valey,
and waited for sunrise. They actudly had dept for most of the night, and awakened beforefirg light to



travel thelast mile on foot, leaving their horses and gear hidden in aglade. If there was an additiona
watch being kept on the valley, somehow they’ d managed to avoid the trap, and they sat peaceably upon
stones overlooking the magnificent landscape of the canyon. Asthe sun lifted, pink and gentle light set the
stonesto glowing like coal. Norinatook a spyglass out of her shirt—she was astonishingly well
equipped—and scanned the valey below. Without aword she handed the spyglassto Emil.

The boat was anchored in adeep eddy near the walled village, which had been built on high ground to
avoid being destroyed in the periodic flood times. Theriver ill lay in shadow, and even at this distance
Emil could see aspark of lantern light upon the deck. As he watched, the sunlight hit theriver, turning it
to glowing amethyst, and he saw the figure pacing on the boat deck, back and forth, likealionin acage.

He thought of Zanja, being hauled from arowboat onto the deck of the riverboat. Considering her
recently broken bones, it was an unpleasant thought. He gave Norina back her spyglass. “ She' s on that
boat,” he said, as certain as he' d ever been of anything.

Norinapeered down at theriver, muttering, “1 al but gave Mabin the bait for thistrap. What am | going
to do about it now?’

“We,” Emil corrected. “1t’' s aboat because Karis can’t endure boats?”’

“Over water she' san ordinary mortal, and a seasick one at that. No doubt Mabin will demand that she
come aboard, however. And shewill comply, if that will save Zanja slife. We ll have asorry timetrying
to stop her, for now that I’ ve lost her regard shewon't listen to my advice.”

“I think Kariswill lisen to me. Certainly, Zanjawould want usto prevent her from putting herself in
Mabin's power.”

“That' s one argument that might dissuade Karis,” Norinasaid wryly. “Let’ sthink up afew more on the
way back, shal we? WEe re going to be needing them.”

* % %

When they returned to Otter Lake, they were greeted with an astonishing sight: black smoke billowing
from a crude chimney made of gathered stones, boatloads of ore and coal drawn up to the shore, aline
of Otter children taking turns a pumping amonstrous bellows, and Karisin the middle of it, swinging a
huge stone hammer to shatter the ore and keeping an eye on Emil’ s cookpot, which had now become a

smdting pot.
“Shedwayswasincorrigible,” Norinasaid.
J han came across the beach to greet them, aharried and frustrated man. “ Are al elementas so willful ?”

“Some of us are worse than others.” Norina stopped at the edge of the beach and would proceed no
further, but her gaze yearned to the hammer-swinging, half-naked giant standing spread-legged on the
stones. It was amagnificent sight. Then, Karisturned and looked at her, and Norinaturned quickly
away. “1I’m not welcome here. Il say at the top of the trail with the horses.”

“No, you stay right here until I've talked to her.” Emil walked across the stony beach to the amazing
cobbled-together forge and the rock-shattering woman. From the midst of the smutty, laughing children,
Medric grinned a Emil, hisface black with soot, his eyes afire with joy. Emil wanted nothing more than
to embrace him, soot and all, but he went to Karisinstead, and said, “By our land, you' re a beautiful
sgnt”

There probably was nothing he could have said that was more likely to stop her in her tracks. Shedl but



dropped the gigantic stone hammer.
“Such beauty liftsthe heart,” Emil declared, and kndlt. “Dear Karis—’
“Emil—"

“Dear Karis” Emil persigted, “your lifdong friend and | have found Zanja, but rescuing her will not be
easy. However, we have someideas that you might like, when you care to hear them. But for now let me
ask you on Norina s behaf what el se she can do to make amends—"

Karis stepped over, took him by the shirt, and lifted him bodily until he stood once again on hisfeet. She
was not particularly gentle. “Kned to meagain and I’ ll makeit so you' || have no choice but to stand.”
And then she stopped, breathing heavily from her exertions, and added after amoment, “1 suppose you
want meto redizethat if | don’'t want to be treated like asovereign I’ [l have to avoid acting like one.”

“I’'m so glad | succeeded in getting your attention,” Emil said. “Y ou were looking rather dangeroudy
sngle-minded.”

Karisgazed at him, suddenly just atired, wasted woman whose great strength seemed about to fail her,
fudled asit was by arage that surely could not sustain her much longer. “1 want to hold my lovein my
ams,” shesaid. “She doesn’t even know—"

Emil said, “Thisis Zanjana Tarwein we re talking about, not somefool.”

“But when she gives up hope—’

“| have seen her under the most desperate of circumstances, and she does not surrender.”
“That' swhat I’'m afraid of .”

“Shewould want you to listen to your friends,” Emil said.

Therewasadlence. Karissad bitterly, “I’ m listening to you. Just don't ask meto insult Norinawith a
falseforgiveness. If you want to tell her something, tell her | have no respect for someone who can't
cherishwhat | waswilling to diefor.”

“I'll tell her,” Emil said. “But she can’t make peace with her husband when she fedslike she hasto deep
with the horsesto avoid irritating you with her presence.”

“She does't have to degp with the horses,” Karissaid. “ Just tell her not to talk to me. I'm going to kill
someone, and I’ d rather it wasn't her.”

Emil stepped back involuntarily.
“Medric dready hastaked me out of tearing Mabin's precious village to pieces, which | could do.”

“I do not doubt it,” Emil said. “I’'m glad you heeded him; | don’t think | could endureiit if the House of
Lilterwesswereto fal asecond time. Can | ask what you' re working on?”

“A hammer,” Karissad. “ A hammer for working stedl.”

Hewaited, but she explained no further. She did add after amoment, “Let me finish with this, and then
I’ll stop and rest, which will make J han happy, and we can talk about what to do.”

Sheturned back to her rocks, and the sound of them shattering under her hammer followed Emil back to



the edge of the beach.

* % %

“What is she making?’ Norinaasked. She had sat upon the ground and was reorganizing her clothing,
having perhaps submitted to an examination of somekind.

“She' smaking ahammer. What she'll makewithiit | can't imagine, but she'll tell me. What | want to
know iswhere she got coa. That’ s not the sort of thing that can be picked up off the ground.”

J han shook his head. “ The water witch and she are like hand and glove. Who knows how they’ re doing
it”

Norina, seated among the stones, said, “By tradition, the people of the borders are protected by the
G’ deon. If the water witch recognizes her, no doubt he thinks he owes her a certain fealty.”

“That bodeswell,” Emil sad.

“Doesn’'t it, though.” Norinastood up. “Well, am | an exile?’

“No, but you should not talk to her.”

“I guessthat’ s an improvement. Why did you knedl to her?’

“I thought she needed to be taught alesson. Sheisvery teachable.”

Norinasmiled, though not with alot of vigor. “1 know thisal too well. But some lessons, | fear, she will
never learn.”

“Norina—" Emil hesitated to say thisin front of J han, but it would have been too awkward to ask him to
step away. “Karis saysto tell you that she has no respect for someone who can't cherish what she was
willingtodiefor.”

Norinaaccepted this fresh censure with surprising equanimity. “1 thought asmuch,” shesaid. “J han, is
there any hope she'll recover her physica sensations, or isthat damage permanent?’

Jhan sad irritably, “My impulseisto say that it's permanent, but what do | know? She' sill having
convulsions a sunset every day—one of the strangest things I’ ve ever seen. Maybethisisaswell asshe
will ever get.”

Norinalooked at Karis as her heavy hammer once again smashed into the ore. “ She deserves better,”
shesaid.

There was aslence. Emil took the reins of the horses, to unload their gear and take them up to graze.
Norinasaid to J han, “How do | kegp my milk from drying up?’

J han looked at her in some astonishment.

Of course there was away, but lacking a spare child to give suck to, this seemed like a husband's
problem. Emil left them to work it out.

* % %

That night, he seduced his beloved Sainnite seer and did not care when their groans became cries that
anyone trying to deep upon the beach could hear. If Kariswas awake, she’ d know that at least two of



her companions knew how to cherish what they had.

Chapter Twenty-six

When Zanja opened her eyes, shelay in ashdlow, strangely shaped wooden room, which waslit by a
gently swinging lamp that hung from ahook. “ She' sawake,” said the man who sat near her upon the
steeply doping floor. He held apital.

Mabin camein. The ceiling was so low she had to wak crouched over. The entire room seemed to
move. Thelamp swung asif in abreeze. Zanjahad never in her life been in aboat, and had not guessed
that they might have enclosed rooms like this, not a place for people—it was not shaped right—but
apparently for storage. Now, except for the pallet upon which Zanjalay, it was empty asacoffin.

“Give methe pistal,” Mabin said to the man. He handed it to her and went out, closing the door behind
himsdlf. Mabin squatted upon the floor, grunting with tiredness.

Knifefights often are won and logt in the first moments of battle, when in the firs movements and first
contacts of blade on blade, the fighters discover whether or not they’ ve met their match. A good
srategist learns to use those momentsto deliberately midead the opponent into migudgmentsthat thereis
no timeto recognize.

Zanjahadtily consdered her stuation. Anniswas dead. Mabin had assumed that Kariswas Hill dive, in
the company of Norinaand J han. Although Mabin could not know that Karis had won back many hours
from smoke, she would not be confident of Karis's subjugation to the drug, because even under smoke
Karis had been able to use her power to aid her own escape. Mabin could not know about Emil, and she
had expressed no interest in Medric, so perhaps she assumed that Zanja had rescued Karis unassisted.

She expected that Karis would come for Zanja, a any cost to herself, as Karis had already
demonstrated she would do. She did not know that there were other credible witnessesto the enormity
of her betrayal, and she would not know about them unless she stumbled across them while searching for
Karis. She did not know that Zanja had atribe, half-formed and tiny though it was, and that she would
protect her people. She did not know what it meant to be a katrim. Above dl, she did not know that

Kariswas dying, or perhaps already dead.

Zanjasad, “ After the Sainnites cgptured me, they took symbolic vengeance upon me for the humiliations
| and my fellow katrim had subjected them to. They tortured me, just asyou are doing. For some
reason, | dway's expected the Paladins to be different from the Sainnites.”

“Who do you think you are, to—" Mabin began, but it was too late to raise her defenses; the blade of
accusation had cut deep into the flesh of her complacency.

“I know exactly who | am,” Zanjasaid.

“A traitor to the people—atraitor under the law!”
“The Ashawaa'i are not subject to the law of Shaftal.”
“What!”



“Y ou wrong my peoplein wronging me. Does not the law require that you respect and protect the
people of the borders?’

“Y ou have no people—"

“Where one survives, thetribe survives.”

“Y ou fight our war, you are subject to our laws.”

“I refuse to be subject to alaw that allows people like you to commit murder.”
“Murder?’

“Annisisdead,” Zanjareminded her.

“Another traitor.”

“Isthat the way the law works? Y ou kill whomever you like, then declare them traitors?’
“Weare at war—"

“At war to save the very law you are destroying. It isyou who are the traitor.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“Itisnot treachery to ddliver the vested G’ deon into a certain death by poisoning? What isit, then?’

“Who made you judge, Zanjana Tarwein? Y ou are nothing but rogues, you and Karis both—a couple of
fools with too much power and not enough wisdom. Y ou must be restrained, for the future of Shaftal. If
you will not accept restraint, then you must bekilled. | regret it, yes. But it is you who have made the
choice, not 1.”

“I have too much power?” Suddenly the entire conversation did indeed seem absurd, and Zanja uttered a
laugh, quickly choked off by the pain of her ribs.

“You are dl the more dangerous for not knowing what you are doing. Fifteen years ago Harad G’ deon
made the last and greatest error in hislife of errors, when his courage failed him and he cursed Shafta by
filling aweak and ingppropriate vessal with his power. For fifteen years | have managed to keep Karisin
control. Y et the moment you came to Shafta, before Karis ever met you, before she ever even knew
your name, she began to break her restraints. That isyour power, Zanjana Tarwein: the power to
attract, the power to influence, the power to awaken that which should be | eft adeep. If | dlowed you to
exercise that power, this very land would be destroyed.”

Zanjasaid, “You lived with her for years, and yet you do not know her. She would destroy nothing.”
“Y our people were destroyed by the very Sainnitesthat Harald alowed to get afoothold in thisland!”

“My people were destroyed,” Zanjasaid, “ by the dream of a misguided seer. If the people of Shaftal had
given that seer proper guidance, rather than caling her their enemy because her father was a Sainnite—"

Mabin leapt to her feet and struck her.
Zanjasaid, “You see, you are not defeating the Sainnites. Y ou are becoming them.”

Mabin struck her again. Then, without aword, sheleft Zanjaaonein the darkness, taking even the lamp



with her.

Zanjalay ill, hoping for the pain to ease, waiting for her breath to dow. Four witnessesthere wereto
the true nature of Mabin’'sbetrayal of Shaftal, one from each of the four ancient orders of the Lilterwess.
They would have a credibility that Mabin hersaf could not contravene. And Noring, for dl her faults,
would not rest until she' d seen jugtice done. Zanjalay silent in the dark hold of the boat, willing Medric to
see her, to understand what she was doing, to convince Emil and J han and Norinato fleeto safety while
Mabin, rather than pursuing them, waited for avist from awoman who was dead.

“Accept thewilling sacrifice of akatrim,” Zanjaentreated them. “Don’'t waste your livestrying to save
mine. Go, and make my death and Karis s death be of some significance. That'sall | ask.”

Severd timesaday, they camein to lift her up over the bucket that served as her toilet. Often, they aso
left her ameal and fresh water. Usudly, Zanja scarcely even noticed the food, except asameansfor
messuring the time. She felt no hunger, and even to drink water required more effort than it was worth.
Though the worst of her pain began to ease after afew days, she hardly got up from her pallet, for her
splinted leg and bandaged ribs made movement nearly impossible in that cramped space. She heard
Mabin pacing up and down the length of the boat’ s deck, for hours at atime, likeawild anima in acage.
Zanjalay starving in the darkness below where she walked.

Twenty-one meds had been served when Zanja' s door opened and Mabin stepped into the cargo hold
once again. “Wewill forceyou to edt if we haveto,” she said.

Zanja had been expecting and preparing for thisvisit all morning, for her prescience seemed enhanced by
hunger, just as a seer’ s ability to envision the future might sometimes be enhanced by fasting. “I cannot
stop you from doing what you like,” she said.

“Such despair is unbecoming inawarrior.”

“Degpair iswhat makes my confinement endurable. | would give you some asagift if | could, then
perhaps you would be less restless. The sound of your pacing interrupts my thoughts.”

“Y our thoughts will be even more interrupted if my Paladins have to pour cold gruel down your throat
and forceyou to swalow it or drowninit.” Mabin hung the lamp from the lamp hook. She held apistol,
and despite Zanja s apparent weakness took care not to turn her back on her. “I expected Karis would
come for you by now.”

“No doubt,” Zanjasaid.
“Tel mewhat you think sheisdoing.”

Zanjaclosed her eyes, and there she saw Karis, as she had never seen her inlife, lifting and swinging a
great hammer, with the molten meta flying at each blow. Sweat polished the great muscles of her back
and shoulders, and sunlight caught on her skin, and in her hair, asif she were made of gold. “ Sheis

working a theforge,” Zanjasaid. “All these years you knew her, and you never knew how strong she

is
“Nonsense,” Mabin said. “If she had returned to Meartown, | would know.”

But Zanjafdt alittle peace. Karis seemed so intent on her work, surely that meant she had found
contentment at last.



Now the time Zanja had bought for her friends escape was indeed running out, and she could only hope
that Medric’'s dreams had brought them all to aplace of safety. She began to eat alittle— enough to
placate Mabin, she hoped, but not so much that it would dull her heightened senses. Mabin cameinto the
cargo hold and talked to her for hours at atime, and Zanja devoted al her energies toward making the
experience more unpleasant for Mabin than it wasfor her.

She was aided in this endeavor by an astonishing run of bad luck that began to plague her captors and to
harry Mabin in particular, as only smal annoyances can. Zanjalearned firsthand about the mice and
maggots fouling the food supply, but she dso heard hints of other irritants aswell: an infestation of flees,
broken ropes and fouled lines, unseasonably cold and wet weather which forced her captorsinto close
quarters, and an unpredictable tendency for the boat to dip itsanchor. Already tormented by these
unremitting vexations, Mabin could not endure with any grace Zanja s ddiberate attemptsto infuriate her.

By the end of another two days of questioning, Zanjaknew she had put hersdf in grave danger. This
battle of wills between the two of them operated with its own logic, and had long since become far more
than amere delaying tactic. Though she lay awake that night, shefell into arestlessdeep at last. Night
upon the river was asilent time, and Zanja dept with her ear against the wood that separated her from
thewater. Sometimes, in her dreams, it seemed she could hear the water diding past, but tonight she
heard something else: afaint, rhythmic tapping, sometimes close and sometimesfar awvay, dmost as
though someone were swimming up and down the length of the boat, drumming lightly upon itshull.

Near dawn, Zanja awakened abruptly. She was cold—and wet.

Her pallet and blankets were soaked with cold water. The water was collecting in the lowest point of the
hold, whereit stood in a puddle a hand’ swidth deep, but she could not figure out its source. Every part
of the hull seemed wet, as though the wood was weeping. She dragged hersaf up the dope of the hull
and waited to see what would happen next.

By the time the door was opened for her morning meal, the water was knee deep, and the man who had
opened the door uttered asurprised yelp at thelittle river that flowed over hisfeet when he forced open
the door. Soon the boat echoed with pounding footsteps, and Mabin came with three guards behind her
to search the cargo hold for the puncture that they assumed Zanja had somehow put through the hull.
“After werepair theleak you'll deep inwater,” Mabin said. “You'll have only hurt yoursdf.” But they
had scarcely begun their search when someone came to the door with the news that the aft hold was half
full of water aswell.

“Mabin,” Zanjasaid, asthe councilor turned away to investigate this new disaster.
“What?" she snapped.
“Karisisdead.”

Mabin stood very il in the doorway, with the lamp beyond her, silhouetting her. A hard, pitilesswoman,
it seemed the only thing that could stop her in her tracks was the thing she most wanted to hear.

Zanjasaid, “The smoke did kill Karis. She endured so much, but in the end she decided to die rather
than use smoke any longer.”

“Why have you kept thisfrom me?’ Mabin asked. Her voice was nearly awhisper.



“Y ou have murdered the G’ deon of Shafta. While |’ ve been playing games with you here, witnessesto
that murder have gotten safely away. Now, there will be an accounting.”

Mabin turned away without aword, and closed and locked the door behind her. Alone in the darkness,
gitting upon the weeping boards, with the collected water dopping gently in the slence, the vast
wilderness of oss opened up within Zanja, and for along time she wept, asthe water level rose higher
and people rushed back and forth across the length of the boat, their voices edged with disbelief and
dismay. Soon they would abandon the boat and leave Zanja here to drown in therising water. 1t seemed
alondly and cold death, but it was as good as any, she supposed.

But Mabin came back with two others, and fought open the door, and had her men haul Zanjaout of the
hold and up into amisty, cold early morning where the sun was nothing more than ahaze of light. There
they bound her hands and put her into arow-boat, along with so many other people that the little boat
also seemed in danger of sinking. It was so crowded the rowers could scarcely moveto row it to shore.
Mabin sat beside Zanja, glowering at her.

Zanjacould not imagine why Mabin had come back for her. Perhaps she was haunted by Zanja's
declaration that she was no better than the Sainnites. Perhaps she wanted the satisfaction of killing Zanja
with her own hands, rather than letting her drown. The hazy light was amost too bright to endure after
Zanja sdays of darkness. Asthe rowboat lurched toward shore, the riverboat settled deeply into the
water behind them, like a hen settling onto her nest. Soon it would be Sitting on the river bottom.

The muffling sillence of the fog crept across the rowboat. The grumblersfell quiet and Mabin stared
bleskly acrossthe water, where the shore now came hazily into view, as sony as any other bank of this
harsh river, with boulders that huddied in the mist like bodies upon a battlefield. Beyond the shore, the
fog loomed like awall. Something lay within the mist: auniverse of posshilities, thousands of routes
through the wilderness, thousands of days yet to dawn.

It seemed very strange that a perfectly sound boat had suddenly begun to leak, and not just from one
place, but from everywhere at once. Fingertips had drummed on the boat’ s hull in the dark of night, asif
dender swvimmers, playing like otters, had siwum up and down, sometimes coming up for air, laughing
gleefully, with their facesin the water to muffle the sound. What afine game it would have been. And to
repestedly dip loose the boat’ s anchor, to make deliveries of fless. . . thiswas guerrillawarfare indeed.

The rowboat ground into the stony shore, and the rowers shipped their oars. Grumbling again, some of
the people in the boat got out and hauled the boat into the shallows. The boat tilted and its occupants got
out. Two men dragged Zanja from the boat, and hauled her through the knee-deep water onto dry land,
holding her by the elbows. They lay her down upon the shore and she immediately began, quietly, to drag
hersdf away.

“I don't likethisfog,” Mabin said. “I don’t like anything about thisday. Let’ s get to town, and quickly.”
Shelooked at Zanja “Where do you think you' re going?’

Zanjauttered a cry of longing and anger, and struggled under the knee that dropped onto her back. It
took two men to get her under control. When she hung like baggage from their iron grips, she noticed
Mabin, standing severa body lengths away, with her pistol drawn. “That was stupid of you,” Mabin said.
“I don’t know why | didn’'t ssmply shoot you. Y ou havelittle value for me anymore.”

“Why don’'t you let me go?’ Zanjasaid. “What harm can | do now?’

Wesather magic iswater magic. Thewall of fog was dissolving now, and the wretched, flood-distorted
trees that grew aong the shore seemed to step forward, one tree at atime. And then one of the trees
lifted its head like ahorse catching afamiliar scent, and the tree beside it was a person holding itsreins.



Thefog rolled back like a curtain folding away from a bright window. More people. More horses. A
gaunt scarecrow leaned upon one of the gnarled trees as though upon a cane. And then the sun washed
across her and she drew hersdlf erect.

Karis.

“Councilor Mabin,” she said, in avoice heavy with irony, “thistime you have brought your fate upon
yourself.”

The pistol hammer clicked as Mabin pulled itstrigger. The powder pan did not ignite, for gunpowder is
earth, nothing more than earth.

Karis stepped towards her. Those among the trees remained at adistance: aHedler, a Truthken, a
Pdadin, a Seer; witnesses from each of the four ancient orders of the Lilterwess. There was laughter in
the river. Mabin seemed unable to ook away from the giant woman who confronted her. “ Councilor
Mabin,” Karis said again, softly. “ One way or another, you will let her go.”

Mabin cried, “Kill the captivel”

Zanjathrew hersdf forward, breaking the grip of her captors and collapsing again onto stones. Then they
had her again, but they paid her little attention. A rag-dressed collection of muscle and bone, Karis took
another step forward, and Mabin toppled backward at her touch, as though she had been pummeled.
She sprawled upon her back, and Karistook her by the shirt and tore open the heavy fabric asthough it
was gauze. Shelifted afist asthough striking a hammer upon the forge. But she held aglittering needle of
ged in her fist, bright and terrible in the sudden sunshine, and she drove it without hesitation into Mabin's
heart.

Mabin uttered an awful cry. Blood gushed, vivid scarlet in the bright sunshine. Karis pressed her pdm to
Mabin's breast. Mabin clawed empty air asthough to pluck the cold steel from her heart. The Paladins
stood transfixed.

“Before Shaftal,” breathed the man who knelt upon Zanja s back, “she’ s spiked her heart. Shaftal, what
have we done?’ He got up hagtily and made asif to offer Zanjaahand, but she did not even look at him.

Mabin lay Hill. Karis stood up, breathing heavily, her hand painted scarlet. Mabin lifted atrembling hand
to touch the blunt end of the stedl spike embedded in her flesh. Karis said, “Mabin Paadin, Councilor of
the Lilterwess, you live now at my tolerance. My advisors have convinced meto let you live, for the sake
of the people who honor their old oaths. It isfor them, and them alone, that | give you your life. Seethat
yOu give me reason to continue to tolerate you.”

Mabin gasped bitterly, “I know the law. Y ou need not instruct me.”

The old man who had tried to help Zanjato her feet cried out, “Lady, we didn’t know! We thought it
was our duty to serve the councilor! How were we to know who you were? Mabin, you can yet ask for
pardon—"

“Pardon?’ Mabin said, and sat up, though she clutched an agonized hand across the spike. “ Shaftal will
not come into the hands of a Sainnite pretender, the smoke-addicted daughter of awhore! | will tell the
people what you are.”

Karis sbloodied hand clenched into afist. A horrified sllencefdl, so profound that Zanja, with her ear to
the stones, could hear rocks grinding in the bottom of the nearby river. Then Karissaid, “1 dways
thought that you hated me for what | am. But if | am Shaftd, then Shafta iswhat you hate. sn't thet true,



Mabin Councilor? Don't you hate Shaftal, the land and the people both, because we are haf Sainnite?
Don’t you hate Shaftal becausethisland is, now, the child of violence and rape? Don't you hate the land
because of its subjection and pardyss? And isn't it true that your hatred iskilling theland, just asit nearly
killed me?’

But Mabin cried, “For theland' s sake, kill her! Can’'t you see what she' Il do to Shafta?” No one moved
or even seemed to have heard.

A hand touched Zanja s shoulder. Norinaand Emil had walked fearlessy into the midst of Mabin's
people. The old man seemed to know them both, and said, nearly in tears, “ Take her, take her! How
wereweto know? Tl her—tell the lady—tell her we are not all such fools.”

He helped to haul Zanjato her feet. She could not stand on her own, but Emil braced her from behind,
from foot to shoulder holding her erect, with hisarms wrapped tightly around her. Norinaknelt upon the
stones and buckled Zanja s belt around her waist. With her head bowed she said, “I have wronged you
and don’t expect your forgiveness. But | will make amends.” She looked up then, and Zanja saw how
even humility can be an act of unbending pride. Norinaread her thoughts as though they were words
written upon Zanja sface, and she smiled, showing all her teeth. “Y ou redly should savor my abasement
whileyou can, for | assure you, you will never have an opportunity likethisagain.”

Zanjasad, “One opportunity isenough. I’ [l savor thismoment my wholelife, and remind you of it
incessantly.”

“That ssemsfair.” Norinarose and put her am around Zanja swaist, and took haf her weight onto her
shoulder. So she and Emil walked Zanja across the river-washed stones, while the frightened, speechless
Pdadins|et them go, and Mabin did not disgrace herself again by shouting commands that no one would
have obeyed. Karis stood waiting, awoman of iron and stone and soil and everything that grows. At the
last moment, Emil stepped away, and it was Norina aone who delivered Zanjainto Karis sarms.

Chapter Twenty-seven

Medric would not be appeased. “1 am ahistorian,” heinssted. “Now that you need not keep these
secretsany longer, it would be crimind to refuseto tel me.”

Norinasaid, “Y oung man, you have gppalling nerveto call ajudge, aservant of thelaw, acrimina.”

Medric grinned. “Y ou wouldn't waste your time admonishing meif you didn’t likeme.” He sat down
beside her, and folded hisink-stained hands expectantly. “I’ll trade you. Y ou tell methe past, and I'll tell
you thefuture.”

The six of them had camped fearlessy upon the open plain, where grass and stone Stretched to the
horizon, flat aswater and rippling in the wind. They drew knobby, weeathered rocks up to thefire for
chairs, and Emil brewed tea, using J han’s supply, as he'd long since run out of hisown. They had told
Zanjawhat had happened, and what they had done. Like Karis, who scarcely had said aword even
when she unwound the bandages and healed Zanja s broken bones, Zanjainhabited a place of stunned
slence and could not seem to find the pathway out. But Emil sat beside her, and sometimes helay ahand
upon her shoulder, or clagped her hand in his, and dowly Zanjafet hersdf re-enter theworld. She



thought, the future: these people will be my companions aslong aswe are dlive. And shefelt theyears
spread before her, like awonderful new country.

“I don’'t know why | didn’t recognize your strategies until the end,” she said to Emil. 1 should have
known when | heard about the fleas that it was your kind of war.”

Emil grinned. “ * Drive the enemy insane and she will defegt hersdlf.” ”

Zanjarecognized the quotation from Mabin's Warfare, and laughed until Emil had to pound her on her
back.

Emil said, “It was easy to do, with four elementals under my command. Ah, to think of the misery this
little company could inflict. . . but no, those days are past.” He sighed with false regret.

Karis had waked away on her own and had not yet returned. At sunset she needed to be alone, J han
explained. It was aclear night, and the sky wasfilling with stars. There was agtiliness, avastness,
pressing down upon the little tribe camped here upon the heath. They’ d stepped through the door and
now found themsalvesin this open, londly place, ahandful of peoplein auniverse of stars. From now on,
each step they took would be on a path of their own forging.

Norinasaid to Medric, “No, | don’t want to know the future. It’ sthe not knowing that gives us heart, it
seemsto me. But | think | will tell you abit of history, for Dind’ s sake. And for yours, Zanja, sincel
must ill earn your forgiveness. | witnessed very little mysdlf: | wasachild, a student, who happened to
liveinthe House of Lilterwess, like many other students. But the night Harald G’ deon died, Dind and |
sat beside Karis s bed, where she lay unconscious from the blow of power that Harald had struck her
with—Dbrutaly, out of necessity, for he was breathing hislast bregth. By then we had discovered the bitter
truth of Karis's smoke purseinside her shirt, and al the council knew, and had been arguing for hours
what to do. Dina took meto Karis' s bed, and asked meto bind mysdlf to her with an oath. After | had
donethis, shetold methishistory, and I, of course, know that it was the truth. So listen, Medric.”

Medric managed to look even more expectant and aert. Norina began her tale.

Harad had been G’ deon of Shafta for thirty-two years. He had always refused to identify a successor,
and, since the G’ deon owes no one an explanation, no one understood why. Asword of hisillness
spread acrossthe land of Shaftal, even the most ardent and loyal of hisfollowers—already distressed
due to the harrying of the Sainnites—were thrown into confusion and dismay. Some asked if the G’ deon
had lost hismind, to have grown old without giving any thought to those who would outlive him. Others,
more cynica, declared that he had failed to choose a successor out of spite, to irritate hislifelong critic
and opponent, Councilor Mabin.

During those lagt, terrible days of the G’ deon’slife, Dind kept vigil by his bedside. She neither wept nor
dept, and would alow no one eseto be hishonor guard. When Dind broke her vigil, as she occasondly
did to bathe or seek out a mouthful of food, she saw that gloom and panic now reigned unchalenged in
the House of Lilterwess. Meals went uncooked, children ran wild, scholars stood about in the unswept
hallways, councilors hurried with an odd aimlessness from one room to the next.

On the seventh day, as Dind returned to the G’ deon’ sroom to resume her watch, Councilor Mabin
hersdlf, who kept vigil in her own fashion, snatched at Dind’ s deeve as she passed. “ Ask him what will
become of Shafta, when we have no G’ deon. Ask him how we can keep the godless Sainnites at bay.”



Dinal eased her deeve from Mabin' s grasp. “ Excuse me, Councilor.”
“Ask himif he hasforgotten hiscdling, and his people!”

“Councilor, Harald G’ deon cannot answer your questions. Though his heart continues to beat, his spirit
has departed. We both know that he would never have chosen to die with so much left incomplete. But
desth comes when it comes.”

“Thenwill hebethelast G' deon of Shaftd? Thisisabitter destiny.”

“Hislife has been bitter,” Dind said. “Why not his death?” She turned her back, and Mabin wisgly let her
go.

That night, Harald G’ deon uttered asigh, and Dinal sat up sharply in the chair in which she had been
dozing. The hedler, who read abook at the table in the corner, came softly across the room. The G’ deon
sghed again, and it dmost seemed asif he had said Dind’ s name. Shetook hishand in hers. “Harad,
why do you suffer s0?'Y ou need not remain in thisworld any longer. Y our timeis done, and we will find
away to live without you.”

Shadowsfilled the hollows of hiswasted face, but within his eyesthelight of the guttering candle
flickered. “Go,” he said.

“Wheream | to go? My placeisby your side.”
“Ladi.”
“Lddli! What cantherebeof vdueinLddi?’

Onceagain, helay slent, with only the faint tremor of aheartbest to let Dinal know he had not yet
departed.

She kissed his hand and laid it down upon the coverlet. She stood up, bones aching with weariness, and
went out into the corridor, where some of the councilors dept upon benches. In her own rooms, she
made no noise as she rolled up some blankets and tossed afew thingsinto abag. Y et, despite her quiet,
her foster daughter awakened and came to stand, deepy and disapproving, at the bedroom door in her
night shift. Norinasaid, “Did you intend to leave without bidding me good-bye? Where are you going?’

“Ladi.”
“Lddi! Surely not done! Let me comewith you.”

“The only thing that could make thisjourney more burdensome would be having to worry about your
well-being aswell asmy own. Y ou will remain in the House of Lilterwess.”

Therewas aslence, then Norinasaid quietly, “I’'m afraid | won't see you again.”

Dinal dung her sword belt over one shoulder, her bag over the other, and kissed Norinafarewdl. “Know
| loveyou.” Sheleft her sanding in the darkness.

Shetook aloaf of bread from one of the kitchens, and, out in the yard, saddled thefirst horse to come at
her whistle. A weary, bent, aging woman wrapped in ablack cloak, she rode out of the House of
Lilterwess. Hoping to avoid the plague of violence that made the main roads unsafe to travel any longer,
Dind took the mountain road from Shimasd to the coast. Thisisolated and windblown track took her
through the tablelands, dong ridges which overlooked the rich Aerin River Vadley. Shetraveled from



before dawn to long after nightfal. She made her bed on hard ground, under cold stars, and she lay
awake, counting the years of sorrow and naming the dead. She spoke the name of Harald G’ deon
himsdlf in that grieving litany. Perhaps even now he breathed hislast bresth, as the mother of his sons
dutifully followed hislast whim on thislonely road to the sea.

Long before sunrise, she rose from her cold bed. Shetied her hair back to boldly reved the three
earrings of Right, Regard, and Rank, and called her horse to the saddle. She rode in darkness down the
steep track from the highlands to the coast. Asthe sky lightened, dawn winds carried to her the scent of
the sea.

The sun had just risen when sherode into Ladi. The city gates stood open, guarded only by a
pretty-faced boy dressed in purple silk. Heran up, boldly clasped the hed of her boot, and gazed
winsomely up into her face as heinvited her to have her way with him. When he suggested what they
might do, she jerked her foot away in disgust. Undiscouraged, he latched onto the empty tirrup. “ Speak
your secret desire, and it shal beyours. Isit agirl you'd prefer? Isit not power you seek, but rather to
be overpowered?’

“Stand away, boy! | travel onthe G’ deon’ s business!”

She threatened him with her lifted foot. He stepped away from the horse, crowing with amusement. “The
G’ deon’shusiness? Tell the G’ deon thereis only one businessin Ladi!”

Dina’ s horse jumped forward at akick of the hedl, and |eft the young man to enjoy hishilarity in private.
Hislaughter swooped and howled through sunrise’ ssilence. “ The boy seems half mad,” Dind muttered.

On horseback, she wandered the streets of Laldi asthe sun gradudly chased away autumn’s chill and
cast ashimmer of light across the copper-tipped towers. Sunlight glared on walls of white sandstone. It
gilded three nude marble figuresin the center of afountain, engaged in acomplicated sexud act.

Dina passed a crew of blank-eyed, starved and sore-riddled street sweepers, who were so numbed by
smoke that they did not even flinch when the foreman laid into them with a switch. Other than these, Dindl
did not see another living soul until noon gpproached. Then, afew early-rising whores came out to Sit
naked in the sun. Their pierced and bgeweed nipples glittered; last night’ s golden paint pedled away in
patches to reveal bruises, scars, scabs, and bloody wounds. Lounging in chairs dragged out into the
middle of the road, they cushioned certain parts of their bodies with pillows, and watched Dinal passwith
the same stunned and incurious gaze they turned upon each other. A street doctor made her rounds,
dispensing poultices and headache remedies.

They smoked to dull the pain, Dina supposed. But awhore under smoke was helplessto defend herself
against injury. So the trap closed, and there was no escape.

Dina’ s horse stopped dead in the middle of a deserted square and looked &t her over his shoulder. Dinal
could offer him neither explanation nor purpose for their continued wandering. It was her lot and joy to
serve at the beck of the G’ deon. She would have to remain in this cursed town, and await either the
bidding of her heart or the long-expected word that the G’ deon had findly breathed hislast.

She dlowed the horse to drink from one of the pornographic fountains, then she turned him toward the
eastern end of town. Here, the nearby ocean scented the air with a sweet reek of seaweed and sdlt. In
the debris of narrow aleys, rag-dressed people huddlied against moldy stone. When the sun suddenly
came blazing over the edge of the rooftops, they began to awaken, in amutter of groans and curses.

The narrow street led Dind to aplaza, where a broken-whedled carriage stood with the horse ill inthe
traces, and the driver, adeep or dead, dumped to one sidewith thereinsin hishands. A few newly risen



drunks had gathered to dunk their heads in the fountain. Two shouted at each other, and seemed on the
verge of blows. One vomited onto bare stone, as another looked speculatively at the carriage. Others
gtill lay like soldiers mowed down in adesperate rout and |eft behind to rot. Dind’ s horse picked hisway
squeamishly among thefalen.

Not much liking the look of this plaza or its occupants, Dind turned her horse toward the nearest dley.
Directly acrossfrom her, in awindowless wall scabrous with the remains of adecaying mosaic, adoor
opened. Out came abarefoot girl, dressed only in anight shift, with awater jug balanced upon her hip.
She was extraordinarily tal and thin. The invading sunlight passed across her face as she stepped through
the human debris. At Dind’ shail, the girl neither stepped forward nor stepped away .

Dina held out ahand, with asilver coinin the pam. “1 havelost my way. Will you take me back to the
main road?’

The girl examined Dind from toeto heed, her gaze lingering longest on the telltale gold earrings: three of
them, marking her high rank. “All roads lead to the main road. No one will ever believe you arelost.
Who areyou?’ Her body was al arms and legs; she had been growing with astonishing speed and her
breasts had started to form. And she had comeinto her power, and had only just begun to realize what
shewas. ThisDina saw, imprinted inthe girl’ svery flesh. Shewas earth.

“I'm Dind Paladin. I’ve come hereto find you.”

“Now there sastory,” the girl said. Y et her body had shivered, as with yearning, before she spoke with
such quick cynicism. Perhaps she had half expected someone to come and find her, thinking that surely
someone, somehow, would realize that an earth witch had emerged in the back streets of Laali.

“| was sent by the G’ deon,” Dindl said. “I am the mother of his children.”

After amoment, the girl said, “'Y ou must spesk to my master and hire my services. Do you have a
kerchief or alength of cloth, something to cover your face? And let loose your hair.”

Dinal untied the thong that bound her hair, so that it fell forward and covered her earrings. She took a
black scarf out of her baggage, and the girl helped her to tie it so it covered her entire face, except for her
eyes. “Now, stand so, holding thereins.” The girl demonstrated an attitude of impatience and boredom.
“Y ou must seem eager, but do not agree to pay more than you have there in your hand.”

The girl’smagter, athin, hard-faced man with agrimy red ribbon tying back his greasy hair, seemed none
too willing to let the girl go with Dind, even for so little time. They dickered until the girl regppeared inthe
open door, fully dressed in aplain, serviceable tunic and trousers. Dind, who had been holding the coin
between her fingerswhere the girl’s master could seeit, abruptly closed her fist and mounted her horse.
“Never mind, then. | was particularly taken with your girl’ s unusua appearance, but | will find someone
ds”

“Lady, if you knew what it costs me to keep her!” Defegated, the girl’s master reached behind himsdlf to
grab the girl and shove her forward, but smacked her cheek when he got agood ook at her. “What are
you wearing? Will you shame me before the entire city?’

Dind said, “Her plain clothing pleasesme.” She held out the coin. “ Come here, girl, and take your
payment.”

Expressionless, the girl took the money and dutifully delivered it into her master’ shand. A handprint had
appeared on her cheek. “Bring her back by sunset,” the man warned, as the girl mounted behind Dind.



When the girl pressed againgt Dind’ s back, the tension in her muscles belied the calm, even indifferent
expression on her face. They rode down the cluttered aley. Asthey turned the corner, Dind said, “He
assumed | wanted awhore, and | |et him believe what he liked. But you must understand that you are
free now, and it is your choice whether or not to come with me. | intend to take you to the House of
Lilterwess, where you belong. Will you come with me, of your own will?’

Thegirl sad, “Yes”
“What isyour name?’
“Karis” shesad.

Thegirl directed Dina safely to the main boulevard, where masked men and women now sauntered
arrogantly down the rows of whorehouses, surveying the exotic beauties beckoning wearily from the
steps. At the city gate, adozen boys and girls now gathered, each more beseeching and desperate than
thelast. Dinal rode past them, asabell tower counted the second hour of the afternoon, and a drunken
troubadour balanced hisway dong the top of thewall, incoherently singing.

Then they passed through the gate, and Karis sighed, as though she had been holding her breath. Dinal
never felt her turn to look back at the city, not even once.

Severd dayslater, Harald G’ deon vested Karis with the power of Shaftal, and died. It wasthe last night
that the wals of the House of Lilterwess would remain standing.

In the twilight, Zanja spotted Karis coming toward them across the ragged plain, stumbling because her
head wastilted back so she could watch the sky. Zanja stood up, unsteady from the lingering weakness
of starvation. “1 want to be done with her for awhile”

“Seeif you can get her to deep,” J han suggested, offering ablanket. “ She doesn’t seem to know how to
doit.”

Zanjawaked across the tredess heath. Karis was a tattered shadow, with fraying hair and raveled shirt.
Her hand caught Zanja by the shoulder asif starlight had blinded her, and she said in avoice asrough as
ahoe sedge, “Zanja, what an | going to do?’

Zanjasad, “Liedownwithmeand I'll tel you the stories of the stars.”

Karislay down where she was standing, and starlight filled her eyes aswater fillsacup. Zanjahad to fit
herself around the sharp stones and prickly plantsthat Karis had not heeded. The blanket that she drew
over them smelled of smoke and mildew and the detritus of along, hard journey; ajourney far from over,
perhaps never over.

Karissaid, “Emil fought me for Mabin'slife. And even now | wonder if it was wisdom or cowardice that
| didn’t smply kill her. I could have.” She sounded both amazed and horrified. “ Accept the burden of
respongbility, Emil says, or becomewhat Mabinimagines| am.”

Zanjasad, “Now you will become something else.”
“Something better, or something worse?”

They lay indlence. Zanjasad, “It is possible to exercise power well.”



“Youthink s0?Did | exerciseit well when | deceived you?’

“| suppose you thought | wasn't strong enough to let you choose to go to certain death. | admire your
courage now, of course, but in the moment of decision, | would have begged you not to take the risk.”

Karissaid, “I never feared that you would hold me back. | did fear that if | made you part of my
decision, you would chooseto diewith meif | died.”

They had been quiet long enough for the crickets around them to start to chirp, when Zanjafindly said,
“Karis, thank you for thisyear.”

“What? It' s been the most lonely, miserable, forsaken year. . .”
“But even the gods must be amazed by it.”
“Amazed?’ Karissaid in achoked voice.

Her shirt smelled like plain lye soap, with alingering scent of old sweet and cod smoke. That smell was
the only ordinary thing about her. Zanja got up on one elbow and stroked the springy tangle of Karis's
hair. It pushed back against her pam, and when she raised her hand, it went back to itswild shape. Karis
took a shaky breath. Perhaps Zanja had frightened her, or perhaps the tenderness had sunk through
senseless flesh to some deep place where Karis could fed it.

Zanjasad, “Of courseyou are uncertain. That' stheway itis.”

“For everybody?’

“Doyou think | know what | am doing? | see auniverse of possibilities, and some of them are very
unpleasant. Perhaps the people of Shafta will turn againgt each other. Or perhaps they will destroy the
Sainnites, trading one massacre for another. Perhaps the people will claim you as G’ deon and you'll be
consumed by them until nothing isleft. Perhgps our little tribe will come gpart like aherd with too many
gdlions”

Karis uttered a hoarse, ragged gasp of laughter.

“Perhaps desre will never befulfilled. But to liveis only worth the effort if you livein hope. And living in
hope isadiscipline, apractice that can be learned.”

“Isthat why you indgst on teaching it to me? 1’|l never do it aswell asyou do.”

“But | doit so badly. Blundering through the thickets like an ox, tripping and faling into traps of despair,
bleeding and raving and starving liketherefugeel am. . .

“How could anyone resist the attraction of such alife?” said Karis.

Side by side, they gazed up into the close crowded congtdlations. At last, Karis added, “Weren't you
going to tell me the sories of the stars?’

“That’ swhat | have been telling you.”

A long timethey lay taking, apeculiar, fragmented, spiraling conversation that Zanjafilled with pieces of
gorieswhich Karis kept interrupting with stories of her own, so that none of the taleswerefinished. The
slences grew longer, and then silence took over the entire conversation. Zanja opened her eyes, and
redlized she had been dozing. Karislay prostrate, wholly surrendered to deep. Zanjarolled her onto her
sde without awakening her, and cleared away some of the stones from undernesth them both, then



folded hersalf againgt Karis s back. Karis s shirt had dipped down from her shoulder, and Zanjakissed
the bare skin that pressed against her cheek.

She dreamed that the kiss had been like flint on stedl, and Karis had ignited like tinder.

Zanjaawoke at dawn, but Karis dept well into the morning, utterly collgpsed in the greensward, with the
ripening seedheads bobbing over her and the sun bringing out beads of sweet on her forehead. J han
checked on her and said smply, “Let’ sleave her done unless Mabin comes after us.” So they
improvised a sunshade for her, and spent the morning in amlessrepairsto their gear, sorting their
baggage and sharpening their knives, like soldiers awaiting orders. After egting three servings of camp
porridge, Zanjafound shefindly could walk steadily. Emil sewed up her breeches, where they had cut
open the seam to plint her leg. Norinaand J han seemed engaged in extremely complex negotiations,
which no one dared interrupt. Medric was suffused with restlessness until he calmed himsalf by reading
out loud from abook of poetry J han carried with him. Zanja had never before heard such poetry, in
which the words worked like glyphs or like doors, doors upon doors upon doors.

In the middle of apoem, Karis came stumbling groggily over to the smoldering cookfire and half sat and
haf fell onto the stone chair that Emil vacated for her. Medric finished the poem and looked up from
J han’ s book.

“I think | had adream,” Karis said uncertainly. Had she never dreamed before? She rubbed her face
with her hands. “Dreams are like poetry, aren’t they?’

“Yes” Medric said.

“WEell, I'm no good at metaphors. | dreamed | was naked and so | started to put on my clothes, but then
| looked down and redlized that | was putting on my own skin. What does that mean?”’

“Oh, my.” Medric closed the book and hastily put on his other spectacles.

Emil, squatting by the coa s to pour water into afresh tegpot, set the pot of water down suddenly.
“Karis, I"ve been thinking that perhaps the best gift we might give you is a season of solitude.”

Karislooked at him, and finaly said in avoice gone blank with shock, “What?’

J han had been examining her from across the cookfire. Now he said, “ Certainly, it doesn’t look like you
need me anymore, and Norinaand | have already agreed to return to our daughter, to raise her together
through winter, anyway. The spring is still an open question, of course, but the sooner we leave the
better.”

Karisglanced a Norina, who neither spoke nor looked away. In fact, Zanjaredlized, Norinahad yet to
gpesk aword in Karis s presence, which surdly required an inhuman discipline on her part. “ Of course
you don’t know what to do in the spring,” Karis said, as though she had not realized before now exactly
how much her friends decisions depended on hers. She accepted a steaming porringer from Zanja, dong
with the spoon from her belt, and obediently stuck the spoon into it.

Emil said, “Medric and | can go to my winter home, perhaps. It' s distant, but not so far that we couldn’t
vigt you if we needed to, or you us. Medric, what do you think? It' salonely and wild enough place. Will
we get sick of each other?’

“WEe d better not. Y ou' re going to help me write my book—"



“l am?’

“—and there sthat library to build.”

“Hmm. Not thisyear, | don't think.”

“That’' swhat | mean,” Medricsaid. “You arel areinit for someyearsat least. Karis—"

Shelooked at him, sullen asthough she were the youth and he the elder telling her what to do. “ Go back
to Meartown,” Medric said.

“Why?'
“Because the most important journeys al begin at home.”

Karis opened her mouth, but said nothing.

Zanjasad, “Then wedl should come to Meartown. The tribe should stay together.”

They dl looked at her in some surprise. Then Medric said, “Tribe? A community, maybe, after
Mackapee.”

“No, acompany,” said Emil.
And J han said, “Or afamily, perhaps.”

Norinaput her hand over her mouth to stop herself from speaking. Perhaps she would have demanded
that they found anew order.

“But not yet,” said Emil. “Thelast thing you need, Karis, isto be surrounded by people who are davishly
waiting for you to tell them what to do with their lives. Y ou must answer your own questionsfirgt.”

Karis said mutinoudly, “ So you're al going to abandon me out here in the wilderness instead?’
Emil said, “Why, yes, | believewe are.”
Medric added irrdlevantly, “ Savish? That’ sabit of ahyperbole, isV't it?’

They argued amicably and findly settled on “obsequious.” Norina seemed to be trying to tear her hair out
of her head. Karis glanced at her and said irritably, “What?’

“Eat your porridge,” Norinasaid.

Karis seemed flabbergasted. “ The first words you' ve said to me in ten days—"

“Eat your blasted porridge,” Norinaamended.

“You'll be arotten mother,” Karis muttered. She put a spoonful of porridge into her mouth.

Thereisadtiliness that comes across the earth sometimes, at dawn, or just before astorm, atilinessasif
the entireworld lies stunned by possibility. So Karis became till, and so the agitated, half-hilarious talk
of her friendsfell slent, and so the breeze itself seemed to take its breath. Karis|ooked at the bowl of
porridge as though she had never seen food before.

“Porridgeis pretty dull, asfood goes,” Norinasaid.



“Dull?” Karistook another tagte. “ Thisisdull?”’
Comprehension struck Zanjalike astinging dap in the face. “ Dear gods,” she whispered.
“Oh, my,” said J han.

But Medric grinned complacently and gave J han hisbook, and Emil camly poured out onto the ground
the pot of teahe had just made, and packed histea set away. Zanja caught aglimpse of how irritating fire
bloods could be when they have realized atruth before anyone else. J han got up and began fussing in his
saddlebags, taking things out and putting them in again. Norinalaced her fingers across her kneesandin
slence watched Karis eat another astounded spoonful of porridge. Of course, to a Truthken thereisno
such thing as privacy, but Zanjafet it proper to look away, if only to hide her own expression. She
would have found something to do, like Medric and Emil, who were fretting now over how to distribute
the weight of books and food between their two horses, but it just would have made her fed asfoolish as
they looked.

Karis scraped the porringer clean. Zanjatook it from her and filled it up again with oats and dry fruit, and
st itin the coals. Norinastood up without aword, and went to help with the packing. Karis wiped her
face with theragged tail of her shirt. “I think I’m hungry,” she said, as though there were nothing
extraordinary about her hunger. Then shelooked at the cloth of her shirt, and touched it to her face again.
“Wm—”

Zanjafet the shirtcloth. “It' s soft, the way old shirts get.”

Karisdternately felt her face and the cloth. Then she looked at her callused, soot black hands. “1 am
dive” shesad. “It fedsvery odd.”

Theflat heath spread out before Zanja, oddly out of kilter. When Zanjalooked at Karis, she hardly could
endure the sight, and had to look away again. The silence became awkward, and at last Karissaid ina
grained voice, “Wadll, | must ask you, Snce you haven't volunteered. Where are you going to go?’

Zanjaturned, startled, pained that Kariswould even think of sending her away.
“Because|’'m going with you,” Karis continued.

“I think Il go to Meartown.”

“Wdl.”

“Karis—"

“Becareful,” she said hoarsdly. Her attention seemed intensely concentrated, asif she had been rescued
from deep water and needed to breathe.

“With your permisson,” Zanjasaid, very carefully, “1’d like to court you.”

Karis uttered asharp laugh, but even her laughter had no peaceinit. “ And up until now, what have you
been doing?’

“Wadll, if thiswhole year hasbeen acourtship . . .” Zanja paused, and said, “ Perhapsit has.”
“I don’'t think the earth sent me out to rescue you on awhim.”

“It seemed whimsicd enough & thetime.”



Kariswas smiling, her panic passed for now. But Zanjaknew, quite clearly, how uncertain was the path
on which shetrod.

Zanjasad, “I would like to make a suggestion. Take Norinainto your good graces again.”
“Haveyou forgiven her?’

“I will, before | bid her good-bye. She makes amends the same way she goesinto battle. Gods help the
fool who getsin her way. If you forgive her, wedl will bethe safer for it.”

Karis uttered asnort of laughter and unfolded hersdlf abit. “Well, since you’ ve gotten in her way before,
you know what you' re talking about. Nori!”

Norinacame over with J han’s book of poetry and gave it to Zanjawithout aword. Without aword,
Zanjastood up and gave Norina her seat, and pointed out to her the porridge cooking in the ashes.

Karissaid to Norina, “Y ou must be bored with penitence by now.”

“My boredomisonly just beginning,” said Norinamorasely. “But J han is never bored. Why couldn’t he
be the one with the breasts? That’ swhat | want to know.”

Zanjawent for a desperately needed walk acrosstheflat, rocky countryside. The yellowing grasses were
weighed down by seedheads, which in places had been cropped negtly off by their wandering horses.
She reached the clear rivulet that had served as their camp’s water source. When she looked back,
Norinasat at Karis ssde, talking earnestly. Karis listened somberly, speaking little. It seemed like old
times.

Zanjawaked in awide circle around the camp. The next time she looked at the cookfire, Norina had
been replaced by J han, who seemed to be systematicdly giving Karis most of the contents of his
hedler’ s pack: abrown bottle of something to soothe her throat, herbsto build her strength, and agreat
dedl of advice. But in the end he seemed to offer some kind of reassurance, and Karis must have said
something amusing, because he burst out laughing.

The next time she looked, Emil and Medric sat on either Sde of Karis, and al three of them were roaring
with laughter. The sound of it carried far across the plain. J han and Norinawere saddling their horses.
Zanjastarted back toward the camp. By the time she reached the fire Karis was sitting alone, with
packets and bottles piled at her feet like homage. Zanjatook the small fortune that the people of
Meartown had collected to fund her rescue of Karis, and divided it up among them. At least none of
them would go hungry or cold thiswinter.

Zanjafirst said good-bye to Norina. “Karis should never have to choose between us,” she said.
“You'll wish athousand times that you had never said those words.”
“| dready wish | hadn’t.”

“That’ sonce.”



Zanjasaid serioudy, “If you have any advice, | would heer it.”

The sardonic sde of Norina s mouth lifted at the corner. “Y ou’ re the one who threw yoursdlf into the
middle of thisavalanche. Are you trying to tell me now that you' re worried about whereit’ staking you?’

“Notat dl,” Zanjasad. “And I'll never forgive you for trying to murder me.”

Norinasad, “Inal my days of seeking thetruth, I’ ve never met aworseliar.”

When Medric embraced Zanjain farewell, he said, “ Do you ever think about that other Sainnite seer’s
vison? The onethat predicted that the Ashawala i would defegt the Sainnites?’

“I try not to,” Zanjasaid.

“That’'sgood,” Medric said. “I never would have told you about it had | known who you were. Buit if the
fate of my peopleisin your hands—"

“Then that putsit in your hands, doesn't it?’

Medric looked taken aback. “ It does? Oh, it does.” Sheleft him fumbling for adifferent pair of
spectacles.

Emil’shug was bracing. “Y ou know whereto find me,” he said.

* % %

Her armswere aching and empty as she stood beside Karis and watched the four of them ride away.
Homédly, laden with their food and bedrolls and a book each from Medric and Emil, nibbled afew sprigs
of grass and then snorted impatiently at them.

Karissaid, desolate, “How I'll explain dl thisto the townspeople | have no idea.”

Zanja s patience had never been so tried by travel. Karis dept insatiably, ate ravenoudy, and in what
daylight remained dawdled on the path, infinitely distracted by acuriosity asgloba and undisciplined as
any child's. The barren heeth was to Karis an extraordinarily complicated living puzzle that she could not
resst figuring out. But the more she understood, the more there was to understand, and they would
sarveto death before Kariswas satisfied. Therigors of the last month had melted Karislike acandle. It
had taken only a sense of taste to make her devoted to food, and when Zanja pointed out their shrinking
food supply, their pace picked up substantialy.

Stll, Karistouched everything, meditatively, absorbedly; and often smelled and tasted it aswell. She
wore hersdlf out with sensation, and Zanjawore hersaf out with trying to explain to her the marketplace
of physica experience that she had dways taken for granted. Karis could not distinguish between hunger
and thirgt, between tiredness and deepiness, between softness and smoothness, and teaching her the
difference was not nearly so smple as one might think.

L ate one afternoon, after severd days of leisurely travel, they climbed steadily up the steep road to the
Meartown gate, but long before they reached the gate, people had begun to come rushing out and down



theroad, one or two at first, and then dozens more as the word spread of Karis sarrival. Faster than
seemed possible, the entire town turned out to welcome her home. In the heart of acelebrating crowd,
Zanjaclung grimly to Homely’ sreins and to Karis's elbow, tempted sometimes to best the people back
so that Karisat least could breathe. Karis, however, seemed resigned to the attention, and patiently
embraced the babies born since her disappearance, and shook the hands of forge-jacks and
forge-masters and hundreds of other muscular, smoke-begrimed people who had not even taken thetime
to remove their scorched leather gprons.

They sat Zanjabeside Karisin aplace of honor in the town’slargest tavern, into which the townspeople
packed, €l bow-to-elbow, like beans standing in the pickling jar. The tavernkeepers did not have enough
tankards to go around, and a dozen toasts had to be drunk, with the tankards being passed from hand to
hand until everyonein the tavern had drunk at least aswalow to Karis s hedth. All thistook an
inordinate amount of time, and a one point Karis glanced aside at Zanja sfaceand said dryly, “You
endure sometrids more gracefully than others.”

“We should have crept to your house under cover of darkness.”
“Sooner or later they’ d have discovered | was home. We might aswell get thiswhole thing over with.”

She disappointed the folk of Mear |ater, though, when they demanded that she tell what had happened.
“I was kidnapped by brigands, and Zanjafound me and saved my life,” shesaid. “So I'velearned the
vaue of having ahero or two among my friends. Now are you going to hold me hostage to your good
will much longer? Surdly you have work to finish, and the day is nearly over.”

The townsfolk dispersed reluctantly, clearly unsatisfied with the two-sentence tale, but sunset was
drawing near and they al knew that Karis had to smoke or die. Karisgravely bid her well-wishers
farewdl, and only Zanjaknew what the glitter in her eye was dl about. At sunset Karis often was
overwhelmed by desirefor smoke, and by alingering fear that somehow her miracle of liberation would
proveto beillusory. After sunset came thejubilation at seeing the sars, yet again. She had gone through
the cycle enough times now that she seemed to be starting to trust the jubilation and to distrust the fear.

Now they stood aonein asurprisingly empty street rimmed by soot-gray walls. Someone had taken
Homely to the common stable; others had carried their gear away. Karis hesitated in the street, as though
she had abruptly lost her sense of direction. After awhile, Zanjasat down upon a stoop and tightened
her bootstraps. When she looked up, Karis was gazing down at her with a curious expression. Zanja
looked at her curioudy in return.

“You’ve been very patient,” Karissaid.

“Actudly, the discipline of peaceful waiting isonel never learned to do with grace. Emil isatrue master
of patience. Y ou should watch him sometime. The contrast will show you how ddliberately and
awkwardly and unnaturaly | wait. We nd Tarweins are notorioudy impatient.”

Karis seemed bemused. “But | don’t want you to wait on me, well or badly. Why don’t you just sop
doingit?’

Zanjastood up and took hold of Karis by the shirtfront, and dragged her, startled, to the high stone
stoop. With Zanjastanding on the stoop, she could kiss Karis's mouth without having to climb her like a
tree. Though Karis seemed affrighted, she did not pull away. Instead, in amoment Zanjafelt a shudder
run through that long frame, and Karis sfist clenched in the cloth of Zanja s shirt. She seemed to want to
crawl ingde Zanja s very skin. The shirt cloth started to tear. It was Zanjawho took a step back,
unnerved by the sensation that she had not so much chosen this moment as she had been ddivered to it.
Karislogt her balance and sat down upon the stoop as though her knees had given out on her. The



breeze, cool with the coming evening, inserted a curiousfinger into the holein Zanja sshirt. Sheand
Karis both were breathing as though they had just sprinted up ahill.

“Blessed day,” Karis gasped.

Zanjakndt a her feet and said with mock seriousness, “ The Ashawal@i cdl that feding ‘being struck by
lightning.” Shall | explain the sensation to you?”

Karissaid shakily, “1 understand enough.”

Zanjafet the entirety of Karis s attention focus upon her. She thought of Karis exploring the landscape of
her body the way she had been exploring the heath, and her heart began to wobblein her chest. “Would
you rather | go back to being awkwardly and unnaturally patient?” she said.

“Could you?’ Karis asked, then answered her own question. “No. And if you could, I’ d be offended.”
Zanjagrinned. “Well then, it'scompletely impossible”

Karislooked away. Her hands clenched each other like shy children before astranger. “ Zanja, it' s not
you I'm afraid of. It smy ghogts.”

“I have my ghogtstoo. So what?’

“So maybe lovemaking will be an embarrassing, disastrousfarce.”
“WEe ve survived so much worse than that already.”

Karis looked back at her, stricken.

Zanjasad, “Karis, | can dwaysfind away across. It'smy gift.” She gave her ahand, and helped her to
her feet. They walked al the way to Lynton and Dominy’ s house without saying another word, and
without letting go of each other.

* % %

The ddivery of their gear had prematurely announced their homecoming to Lynton and Dominy, and they
arrived to find everything in chaos as the two men frantically tried to make Karis sbed with fresh linens,
cook aceebratory dinner, and heeat the bathwater, dl before sunset. Karisleft Zanjato sort things out
while shewaked off by hersdf toward the green trees that clustered around asmdl pond. The sun was
nearly down.

Zanjarepeatedly explained to the two men that Karis no longer used smoke and there was no rush, but
nothing she said seemed likely to overcometheir disbelief. Finaly, to cam them down she took over
some of the work. She had never made abed in her life; but it proved, as she suspected, to belargely a
matter of common sense. Shetook out Karis stwo cleanest shirts and hung one to warm by thefire. The
second she took with her to the bathhouse, where the washkettle had come to a boil. Buckets of cold
water stood waiting to mix in the tub with the hot. There was a crock of herbs and flowersto sprinklein
the water, acrock of soft lye soap, and a bath brush worn soft with use.

Clean, dressed only in Karis s shirt, which hung to her calves, carrying her knife belt, she walked back to
the house and let hersdlf quietly into Karis sroom by way of the garden. It wasfull dark by then, and she
could hear Karis svoicein the kitchen. Zanjabuilt up the fire in the fireplace and combed her hair with
her fingers asit dried. She supposed she was missing dinner.



Shefdl adeep in the warmth of the fire, and when she awvoke, Karis stood nearby, buttoning her clean
shirt. She had set aburning candle into the chimney nook, and gazed down at Zanjawith her eyes set into
dark hollows by the angle of thelight.

Ordinary and commonplace words could have filled the silence, but Zanja did not move or speak.

Karisknelt beside the settle and lifted a hand to awkwardly brush the loose hair out of Zanja seyes. Her
fingers were steady, but her agitated breathing revealed how close her ghosts hovered. She smelled
unlike herself: of soap and herbsrather than of smoke and old sweet. She abruptly leaned over and
kissed Zanja s mouth. Then shetried to pull awvay but Zanja couldn’t seem to release her. Kariseasily
could have broken free but she held hersdf ill, trembling like awild horse trapped into the traces.
Carefully, Zanjalet go of her. Shetold hersalf she could wait aslong as she needed to, and she could do
it gracefully, without resentment. She was a katrim. She could deegp on the hearth in the kitchen and she
wouldn't blame Karis, and she wouldn’t complain.

She sat up, rubbing her face. Karis sat down beside her on the settle and said miserably, “ Y ou
deserve—"

Zanjacrawled into Karis slap. Though startled, Karis moved ingtinctively to embrace her, to
accommodate the weight of her. Zanjawas so much smdler than she, atribeless mountain woman lost
herein the plains, ready to die of londiness. Holding her like this, would Karis remember the bitter winter
day she rescued her? There had been no coercion when Karis gave her back her life, just generosity:
unearned, unsought, utterly unexpected. Zanjafdt Karis shand in her hair, and shut her eyes and thought
of Karis stroking the heath’ s soft grasses. She willed hersdlf to be as passive, and asvitd, asthe heath
had been.

She shuddered dert when she heard Karis s breathing change. Karis shig, gentle hand had found its way
to Zanja sface and now she began kissing her, and Zanjamade her handslie ill. Time carried them
upon aquiet river. Thefire died down and the candle guttered in its socket. The moon rose and cast a
modest light through the garden door’ s glass windows. Zanjatasted sdlt.

Shelifted ahand to Karis sface and found her gasping with surprise, awash in astonished tears. Zanja
straddled Karis on her knees and the river took them again and the moonlight faded away. Karis stood
up and carried Zanjato the bed. Zanja s exquidite restraints snapped, and in amatter of moments she
ruined both their shirts.

They’ d have nothing to wear in the morning. But between now and then lay an infinity of time.

Though Karisfloundered in an agitated ocean of sensation, Zanja s hands anchored her within her skin.
Fragmented flesh knitted itself together, shocking her with each new joining: another recognition, another
homecoming. Zanja s sculptured face moved across her breast: perspiring, ecstatic, entangling them both
inamess of unbound hair, moaning sometimes like the lion upon her hill. Who' d have thought those
knife-scarred hands could be so gppallingly gentle, or that awoman of such iron will could suddenly turn
s0 soft? With one touch Karis could collapse her. Shetried it, stroking the soft inside of alean thigh, and
Zanjafel prostrate and incoherent, as helpless as Karis had ever seen her. For amoment, Karisdidn’t
know what to do. And then she did know.

A drange, irresstible time followed. With Zanja shouting and sobbing and flailing under her touch, Karis
felt the shock of her lover’ sravishment right through skin and muscle and bone. And then Zanjalay
shuddering, gasping for breath in Karis' sarms, and beginning to shake with dizzy laughter. “ Oh gods of



the sky,” she said in abject gratitude, and laughed and cried, and Karis held her more closdly than she
had ever held anything, and could not imagine letting go.

Then Zanjatied her hair up inaknot and said, “Now | will follow thefire.”

Zanjalay across her, and Karis saw the callused bottoms of her well-traveled feet. She took onein her
hand. It was warm, and rough. The tendons tightened and the ball of Zanja sfoot pressed gently against
her pam. Karisfelt Zanja s hands, and her tongue— unhurried, coaxing. Under that touch, her thighs
gave way, and therest of her gave way aswell. Oh, it wasfire, but it was also earth: amonolithic
presence, waiting, wounded, for hedling. Shaftal. She could not refuse.

The earth clamed her.

In the dead of night, Zanjaawoke to find hersalf aone, with the blankets tucked carefully around her and
the garden doors standing gjar. She walked out into a chilly breeze, and saw frost sparklein the starlight.
A year ago she had never thought she’ d see stars again. Now the cold night felt huge around her, cupped
within thefolded hollow of the hills, but expanding out into the bright universe. The garden lay breathless
and slent, the accuser bugs silenced at last, the frog song long since ended. It would be a sudden winter.

Karislay naked on her back in abed of thyme, staring up at the stars. Zanja paused. She knew there had
been amydtery at the end of their lovemaking, when with the moment of consummation upon her, it was
not to Zanja, but to the land itself that Karis cried out. Perhaps Karis had not dept at al since then, and
al their lovemaking had been for her the opening of another door. Perhaps everything they did would
ripple outward in the vast future: every bresth, every word.

“Now you are afraid,” Karis said from the thyme bed. Her voice was hushed.
“I should be afraid.”

“Yes,” Karis said peacefully. “ Anyone should fear to possess such powers aswe possess.” Then: “Do
you remember when | healed you?’

“I'll never forget that day.” Zanjaknelt down in the thyme. *Y ou restored meto mysdlf.”

Karissaid, “Now you ve done the same to me. So it was the land that sent me forth, to make whole the
onewho would make mewhole. I'll never again question the logic of my life.”

Chapter Twenty-eight

At mid-autumn, when the ground began to freeze, South Hill Company disbanded. The malaise that had
affected the Sainnites seemed a0 to have affected the Paladins, like a plague jumping across the battle
lines. By then, half the people of the company had no homesto go to, and only food delivered from
outside would keep the people of the region, including the Sainnites, dive until spring. Even Willishad
succumbed to the bitterness of that year. He was gone from South Hill; no one knew where. One of
Emil’ sfriends had gotten abrief and inexplicable letter: | amreleased. | wish you the same. Though she



shook her head in pity that so fine acommander had falen victim to the silliness of middie age, shelay
awake that night, thinking of the ways that her own service to the war had imprisoned her over the years.

Emil and Medric, on their second trip for suppliesto the nearest town, outran the storm by lessthan an
hour. They had scarcely finished unloading the wagon when the rain began to fal. Medric, who had
ingsted that they augment their aready substantia supply of food and lamp ail, took on the project of
cramming their purchasesinto the aready packed storeroom of thelittle cottage. Emil went up to the attic
to check for leaks, and wound up Sitting for quite some time on one of the trunks of precious books,
listening to the rain pounding on the roof, and peering out the one small window &t the gray landscape
bel ow. When he climbed down the ladder, he found Medric curled in an armchair by the kitchen fire,
with abook in hislap and apenin histeeth, and the ink pot precarioudy balanced on apile of paperson
the arm of his chair. Helooked up, took the pen out of his mouth, and said, “Why has no one ever
written about Harald G’ deon?’

“Chaotic times have brought us adearth of historians,” Emil said. “ And so many have blamed Harad for
the Fall of the House of Lilterwess, | suppose that thereis an impulseto erase him from history.”

“But some day people will wish they could know more about him,” Medric said. “ And another thing: the
House of Lilterwess cameinto being around Lilter, the second G’ deon, largely to keep her powers
regulated. So once Mabin madeit clear she would not confirm Karis as G’ deon, at that point, it could be
argued, the House of Lilterwesslogt its reason for existence.”

“Now that’ s hardly true,” Emil began. He chopped some vegetables for a bean soup while he explained
aswell ashe could how the Orders of Lilterwess had gradualy become the unifying heart of Shaftd’s
government and culture. As he put the pot onto the fire he caught sight of Medric’ s smile, and leaned
over to kissthetop of hishead. “Do you hear?’ he said. “ The rain hasturned to dest, just like in your
dream. What are you thinking about?’

“I wasthinking that ‘ The House of Karis' just doesn’t sound very impressive.”
“That’ s becauseit’ simpossible to imagine her asan indtitution.”
“That’ s probably what they said about that woman Lilter, and look at what happened.”

Medric wrote for awhilein hisweird mix of languages and aphabets. Emil did not fed like doing
anything, and made himsdlf apot of tea. Although it had been along day, Medric till would St up with
his books and papersfor haf the night. Emil would go to bed, and wake up before dawn with Medric
curled againg him like afriendly cat. In the kitchen, Emil would find both the lamp reservoir and the
wood box empty. He would go out on asolitary walk to watch the sunrise, and when he came back he'd
start some bread and write aletter to Zanja, though he could not imagine how to arrange for itsddlivery.

Emil got up to stir the beans. The wind flung deet at the shuttered windows. By now it wasfull dark, and
the storm would rattle the shutters dl night long. Within the cottage, herein the bright kitchen, it was easy
to forget about the storm.

Zanjalooked up from the uncertain text she was deciphering as someone came into the tavern, and she
saw as the door closed that it was past sunset. The people clustered nearest the door shouted in



good-natured protest againgt the bitter wind that came blowing in. Thetavern’s convivia cheer grew
noisier by the moment, as miners and smelters camein to celebrate another day’ ssurvival at their
inevitably dangerousjobs. Zanja closed her book. Her tutor had gone home some time ago.

The door opened again, and Karis came in, accompanied by ahaf dozen other metalsmiths from her
forge. The other smithslined up to get tankards of de, but Karistook cider instead, and aloaf of bread
and awedge of cheese. She set her burdens onto a nearby table and then mounted Zanja stableto
engage her in agartling kiss, while the people in the vicinity burst into laughter, and the tavernkeeper
shouted good-naturedly across the room, “Hey, now, that’s no way to treat fine furniture!”

Karisgrinned wickedly. “ Greetings, wife.”
“Whatever that means” Zanjasad.

Karis sat down decoroudly on the bench across from Zanja, and retrieved her cup and plate from the
other table. “It meanswhatever | want it to mean.”

“Wadll, that’ s convenient. What doesit mean tonight?’

“Tonight, it means you can share my bread and cheese without asking. I’ ve been daydreaming about
supper ever since dinner, haven't you?’

“No, since breakfast. | missed dinner.” Zanjatook some bread and cheese,
Karistasted the cheese, and shut her eyes. “ Oh, my.”

Throughout the short months of autumn, Karis had immersed hersdlf in the ordinary, which to her was not
ordinary at dl. Meartown was a busy, everyday kind of place, and Karis seemed steadied by the
graightforward effort of labor. Zanja gathered that she had never worked so hard or so brilliantly, and
some of the more perceptive townsfolk had aready cometo Zanjato ask plaintively whether Karis
needed help in setting up her own forge, as though they hazily recognized that Karis stalent could not be
contained much longer in the narrow patterns of her earlier life.

To be the speaker for asingle person was arole Zanjadid not much savor. She advised these people to
talk to Karis, but none of them did. Instead, everyone participated in Karis' s pretense that nothing of
significance had been changed. They accepted Zanjaas Karis slover and apparent dependent, they
were puzzled by Karis s recovery from her addiction, and their [abored lives continued undtered. The
mysteries of Karis slate summer disgppearance lay in the past, and now the preoccupations of winter
distracted everyone s attention. Karis seemed to prefer it that way. Zanjaaone knew that Karis' s senses
had developed far beyond the limits of Zanja s experience or vocabulary, and that sometimes she could
only understand Karisin the same way she understood glyphs or poetry, through the faith and vison and
intellectud recklessnessthat Emil would have caled firelogic.

It had been a preoccupied autumn. Love had not so bedazzled Zanjathat she did not regret its cost. She
had finally ceased to be a katrim. What she was becoming instead she did not know, but she found
Karis sjoking use of the undefinable word “wife’ to be deeply unnerving.

Something in the tavern distracted her: a strange quality to the sound, perhaps. Someone from the forge
had come over to engage Karisin atechnica conversation that Zanjaignored. She got up to refill her
cider cup, listening closely as she worked her way through the crowd. Ale and good cheer had made
everyone astoryteller tonight, and although not al the stories she overheard had to do with the metal
crafts, she heard nothing extraordinary. “ Are there any strangers here tonight?’ she asked the girl who
poured the cider.



The girl pointed at a corner table which was surrounded three-deep by soot-smudged listeners with
tankardsin their hands. As Zanjaedged her way over, she caught sometimes the tenor of an unfamiliar
voice, and spotted awool-clad shoulder and arm as the speaker gestured.

“What?" someone said, with an astonishment so deep and sharp that many more heads began to turn.
‘What are you saying!"

“I'm only telling you what | have heard,” the voice said, its articulation blurred by drink. “But | heard it
from the people who saw it happen.”

Thetavern wasrapidly faling slent, like anoisy audience thet redizesthat the play isbeginning. Zanja
began to work her way back to Karis, but the hush passed her and reached Karis before she did. Karis
turned around on her bench, curious, relaxed. Zanja made aglyph with her hands. Danger. Karisleaned
forward and rested her chinin one hand, disguising her height, making herself momentarily invisbleina
room full of muscular, soot-stained people.

“It wasabig woman that did it,” the man said, his voice reaching dl the way across the crowded room
now. “ She came out of nowhere, and knocked Councilor Mabin down, and drove aspike into her heart.
And Mabin il lives, that | cantell you for certain. At summer’send it happened, and her heart is ill
besting thisvery day.”

“Thisisawild and dangeroustae,” someone objected, and there was amurmur of agreement.

Therest of the people sat in stunned silence, however, some with their drinks haf lifted, others staring at
each other in disbdlief. “ That big woman,” someonefindly said, “Who is she?’

“Wel, Mabin certainly knew who shewas,” the stranger said. “ And perhaps only Mabin knowsthe
whole story, astory she' snot telling. But what isthat big woman? That' swhat | want to know.”

Everyone spoke then, in acacophony of wild disagreement. Karis sat without moving, her face dightly
paein the shadows. Zanjaknet beside her and murmured, “If wetry to dip out now, everyone will ook
at you, and at least some of them will truly see you, and put all the piecestogether.”

Karis sragged hair frayed out into the darkness, but when she straightened up from her crouch, her eyes
filled up with light. “ Zanja, it' stime for the journey to begin.”

Knedling beside her, Zanja s thoughts began to fragment strangely. She thought of how Karishad inssted
that they build Homely a paddock up at Lynton and Dominy’ s house, rather than stable him in town. She
thought of the money Karis had earned in these few months, quite alot more than had been spent. She
thought of the random tools that had begun to accumulate mysterioudy under Karis stable, taken home
one by one from the forge. She was not surprised when Karis stood up, and faced the accumulating
gares and therising silence of the tavern.

Karissaid, “I had to make do without Meartown stedl, but | don’t think you’ d be ashamed of the
workmanship. It was afine spike”

She picked up her doublet from the bench, and |eft the tavern, with Zanja behind her. Outside, the storm
clouds had begun once again to extinguish the stars. Breathing clouds of white, fastening up their buttons
againgt the cold, they walked briskly away from the tavern. Karissaid, “My accounts are dl settled. I've
hinted to the forgemaster that I’ m leaving. Lynton and Dominy tell me my responghbility for them should
not hold me back, for they both have lived well beyond their time dready. I'm afrad we' |l havea
miserable night’ s journey—this storm will drop some snow beforeit’ s done. Is Emil’ s cottage big enough
for thefour of us?’



Zanja s heart had filled up with fire, like afurnace. “What does one cottage matter, when we have the
world?

Karistucked her big hand into the crook of Zanja'sarm, nearly didodging the book she carried there.
“Meartown bored you to tears, didn't it?’

They walked out the gates, greeting Mardeth as dways. Only asthe gate closed and locked behind them
did Karis seem to hesitate. She turned, and looked behind her. “Mardeth,” she said.

The gatekeeper had started to her cottage, but turned back. “What?’
“WEe re off to see what we can make of theworld,” Karis said.

The old woman smiled indulgently. “ Are you, then? Good luck to you.”
“Shethinksyou'rejoking, or drunk,” Zanjamuttered.

Besde her, Karis uttered alaugh. “Maybe that' swhat they dl think.”

Arminarm, they walked up thehill.
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