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From | nner Cover:

L. E Mdesitt, Jr., is one of the standard nanmes in fantasy entering the new decade, and his
nmost fanous series is the Saga of Recluce. Each novel fills in pieces of the history of this |and
where Chaos and Order strive to maintain a magi cal bal ance.

Magi'i of Cyador narks the beginning of a newtale fromdeep within the rich depths of the
history of Recluce. This is the story of Lorn, a talented boy born into a family of Magi'i. A
fastidi ous student of remarkable talent, Lorn | acks the single nost coveted attribute required of
a Magus of Cyador: unquestionable loyalty. Lorn is too i ndependent for his own good.

So Lorn is forced to becone a | ancer officer, and he's sent to the frontier to fight off the
all -too-frequent barbarian raids-a career that cones with a fifty percent nortality rate. His
enem es don't expect himto survive....

Lorn is a fresh, new character who will enrich one of the nobst inportant fantasy series of the
decade: the Saga of Recl uce.

Robert Edward Janes In menoriam for the dreans he had.

CHARACTERS
Kien - Magus, Senior Lector, "Fourth Magus"
Lorn - Son of the Magus Kien
Vernt - Younger son of Kien
Jerial - Eldest child and daughter of Kien
Myryan - Youngest child and daughter of Kien
Nyryah - Consort of Kien
Toziel'elth alt'mer - Enperor of Cyador
Ryenyel - Consort-Enpress of Cyador

MAG ' |
Chyenfel - First Magus and Hi gh Lector
Kharl - Second Magus and Senior Lector

Li ataphi - Third Magus and Senior Lector
Abram - Senior Lector
Ciesrt - Student/Mgus

Jysnet - Lector

Hyrist - Senior Lector

Rustyl - Student/Magus

Tyrsal - Student/ Magus
LANCERS

Rynst - Maj er-Conmander, M rror Lancers
Luss - Captai n-Conmander, Mrror Lancers
Allyrn - Student/Lancer Undercaptain
Brevyl - Sub-Mjer [commandi ng at |sahl]
Dettaur - Student/Lancer O ficer

Eghyr - Captain

Hel kar - Captain

Jostyn - Captain

Jui st - Undercaptain

Kyl - Undercaptain

Maran - Majer [Patrol Comrander, Geliendra]
Meyl yd - Conmander [ Geli endra]
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Thi at aphi - Commander [ Syadt ar]

OTHERS
Bl uoyal - Merchanter Advisor to the Enperor
Dustyn - Factor in spirits [Jakaafra]
Ei |l eyt - Enunerator
Fuyol - Head, Yuryan d an
Ryalth - Wenman nerchanter
Shevelt - Merchanter heir [Yuryan d an]
Veljan - Merchanter [Yuryan Cd an]

Part | - Lorn'elth, Cyad

The man wears white trousers and a white tunic, belted with white |eather and secured with a
glistening white nmetallic buckle. Hs boots are white, including the thick |eather soles, and his
hands are encased in white gloves. The only itenms of color upon his body are the pair of gold star-
bursts-one on each of the short square collars of his tunic.

A dar k-haired boy wearing shimrering gray trousers and a short-sleeved shirt of the sane
shinmrering fabric holds the man's left hand. Both wal k along a corridor. The floors, walls, and
ceiling are all of white granite, except for one wi ndow of a glass-like substance so dark it
appears nearly black. The black windowis on the man's right, exactly hal fway between the two
nmetal doors, each also of shimering white netal

When the pair reaches the wi ndow, the man halts, bends, and lifts the boy, holding himso that
their heads are al mbst even with each other. The man inclines his head toward the dark expanse of
glass. "There. There is the First Tower."

The dark-haired youth, his anber eyes shielded by the ancient dark glass, stares at the

glittering trapezoid of |ight beyond the wall. The dark transparency filters out all that lies
beyond the wall except for the blistering light that is the Tower.
"One day," says the man, "one day, Lorn'elth... you and your brother will be Magi'i of the

Rational Stars. One day, you will direct the workings of Towers of Light to harness the power of
chaos and to continue to bring peace and prosperity to Cyad and to all of Cyador.™

Abruptly, the boy shivers, then stiffens, though his eyes do not |eave the chaos |ight of the
Tower .

"To be of the Magi'i-it is a long and difficult struggle." The man snmiles at his son, and even
his sun-gol den eyes smle. "But as you grow older, you will see that it is worth the effort, for
not hi ng conpares to the glory that is Cyad, and the peace and the grace of her people.”

The magus slowy lowers Lorn'elth to the polished white stone floor and takes his son's hand
once nore. They continue along the corridor to the second door, where the father raises his hand.
A flicker of golden energy flashes froma point just beyond his gloves to the door. Then he slides
the door into its recess-to his left. The two enter the second corridor, and the nagus cl oses the
door behind them

Anot her wi ndow awaits them nmi dway down the second white stone corridor.

At this window, the man again lifts his son, speaking softly as he does. "You will be the ones
who will transfer the pure chaos energy fromthe towers to the fireships, to the firewagons, and
to the firel ances of Cyador. You will ensure that the fair city remains so, and that her people
bl ess the Enperor and the Magi'i of the Rational Stars."

Serious-eyed, the boy watches through the darkened gl ass-not so dark as that in the first
corridor-as the six-wheeled firewagon rolls silently into the shinmering enclosure that flanks the
chanber holding the mghty tower. Figures scurry and renpve the square cells fromthe rear of the
vehicle, replacing themw th other cells that alnost glitter. Then the firewagon rolls out, and
another rolls in and halts.

"This is the heart of Cyad, and Cyador, and it can be yours, Lorn'elth." The father lowers his
son once nore. "It will be yours."

The two return as they cane, their heavy boots whispering but slightly on the hard stone of the
corridor.
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Ri si ng above the bay and the Great Western COcean to the south are puffy white clouds, clouds not
dark enough to forecast rain at any time soon, nor high enough to block the sun that casts its md-
day autumm light upon the playing field that had been carved fromthe hillside generations
earlier. There on the field, with a gentle sea-breeze cooling them a score of students alternate
jerky bursts of speed with sudden stops, their polished wooden nmallets glistening as they jockey
for position on the reddish surface. All wear white trousers and undertunics, but the undertunics
bear green collars and green borders upon the sl eeves.

"Lorn!" calls one student as the polished wooden oval skitters fromhis nallet toward anot her
yout h.

"Thanks!" Wth his dark-brown hair and wiry frame, Lorn is neither the |largest nor the small est
on the playing field, but he streaks past a defender, his nmallet alnost lazily precise as it
strikes the oval that is weighted unevenly. Lorn slips one way, and the oval flashes the other
way, yet both Lorn and the oval neet at full speed beyond the defender as Lorn sprints inward and
toward the trapezoidal frame in the mddle of the circular field of play. H s eyes take in the
| ast defender and the snaller redheaded player dashing toward the goal. Lorn sniles and flicks his
wist, calling, "Tyrsal, it's yours!"

Lorn's mallet strikes the oval, and it skitters over the packed clay toward Tyrsal

The smal |l and redheaded Tyrsal darts around the taller and nore nuscul ar young defender and
swings his nallet. The oval spins, but lifts off the clay and accel erates toward the trapezoi da
goal. When it strikes to one side of the goal frame, it veers sideways and skids into the net of
t he openi ng.

"Goal!" The redhead junps up in glee. "I got by you, Dett!"

"That's the last time, Tyrsal!" The tall and heavily muscled blond student drops his mallet and
tackl es the redhead, whose polished wooden mall et skids across the smooth red clay as both
students lurch toward the ground.

Despite Tyrsal's struggles, Dett handily dunps the snmaller youth onto the clay and rai ses an
armas if to strike Tyrsal

"Bruggage! Bruggage!" Four other youths junp on top of the two who struggle.

The dark-haired Lorn is the second to slaminto the pile, but the first to put his shoul der and
then his elbow into the midsection of the |arger Dett.

"...o000ffff..."

Dett struggles to take his hands away fromthe squirmng Tyrsal, to fend off the hidden attack
on hinsel f.

A |l ow voi ce whispers in the nuscul ar boy's ear, "Don't do it again, Dett. Ever."

"Says who?" The bully gets his knees under himand one hand on the clay and starts to el bow his
way clear, unsure of who has spoken to him

Snap... snap!
The other students fall away fromthe larger figure, who bellows, then staggers upright hol ding
an injured hand, coddling two fingers that have already begun to swell. "Barbarians! Sheep-Ioving

swill-drinkers!" Dett turns toward the students who had piled on. "Cowards! You just wait..
You'll see.™
"Dett... hurt his hand."
"...couldn't happen to a better fellow .."
...bullied enough... deserved it..."
...careful... get you..."

Even before he rises, neither the first nor the last, Lorn slips the polished pair of wooden
rods back inside his belt. After he stands, he linps slightly as he wal ks toward the mallet he
abandoned, bending gracefully and scooping it up |eft-handed.

Tyrsal, the last to scranble up, quickly extinguishes a grin and avoids |ooking at the injured
Dett.

"That's it! Over here!" orders the schoolyard proctor, a tallish nan with a pointed goatee and
wavy bl ack hair that stands away fromhis head. "Al of you. You know the rul es! Bruggages are
f or bi dden! "

The score of students slouch toward the proctor and the columms of the | ow white stone buil ding
behi nd him None nove to brush away the snears of reddish clay upon their student garnents, nor
lift their eyes to the shimering white of the Palace that stands farther to the south and which
dom nates the gradual slope rising fromthe harbor, nor even to the white structures that lie
uphill of the school, the dwellings of the senior Magi'i and Mrror Lancer comuanders.

"Line up! Al of you."

Lorn sonmehow materializes in the second rank, nearly in the mddle, the expression on his face
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one of mld concern
"What happened? How did Dettaur'alt's hand get injured?" demands the proctor. Hi s eyes trave
the youths, picking out a stocky student. "Allyrn'alt? You al ways know. "

"Ser... Dett fell on Tyrsal, and everyone tripped in the bruggage. Wen we got untangled, Dett
was hol ding his hand. | guess he fell onit." Allyrn'alt's face is carefully blank

"Tyrsal ' el th?"

"I made the goal, and | junped around. | must have bunped into Dett, ser. W all got tangled in

t he bruggage. Maybe Dett's hand got kicked by sonmeone's boot." The small redhead | ooks
apol ogetically at the proctor.

"Ciesrt'elth?"

"No, ser. | wasn't even in the bruggage, ser.

"...never is..." murnurs someone.

"Quiet!" The proctor turns to another. "Shal k' nmer?"

"Ser... | got tangled up, but | didn't see anything.'
directly at the proctor.

"Lorn'elth? You woul dn't know... of course, you wouldn't." The proctor shakes his head. "You
never see anything."

"I"'msorry, ser." Lorn |looks contritely at the proctor

"Al'l of you, except Dettaur'alt, get back to your studies." The proctor sighs and notions for
the muscul ar injured student to follow himtoward the healer's room

Before he turns to follow the proctor, Dett's eyes rake over the other students, but each in
turn nmeets his eyes openly, w thout flinching.

The square-faced nerchant's son | ooks

Cyador is a paradox, one wapped in an enigm, and offered as a riddle to the world it doni nates
by its sheer force of being. No land, no ruler, can contest the m ght of Cyador, yet its people
| ook no different fromother folk, except by their rainent and their deportnent.

The Towers of Chaos descended fromthe Rational Stars, yet they serve those upon the |and and
wat er, those who can but observe the distant chaos of those stars, yet who can bring such chaos
upon their foes.

For does the White Enpire not have the fireships of war that can destroy all other vessel s? Yet
the trade vessels that dock at Cyad and Fyrad and Sunmerdock are carried there by sails, and not
by the power of chaos. Do not the firewagons roll endlessly across the finest of granite roads
that link all of the Enpire together, carrying passengers and cargoes snoothly and speedily? Yet
even within nmighty Cyad, are not the white streets of the great city filled, not with firewagons,
but carts and carriages pulled by horses, by men on horseback and wonen on foot?

Does not the Enperor, Protector of the Steps to Paradise, Ruler of the Towers of Chaos, command
the firel ances before which quail the barbarians of the north and east? Yet those firel ances are
borne by lancers who ride the sane horses as do the barbarians, and those | ancers al so bear
bl ades, even if such bl ades are of white cupridium against which the poor iron of Candar cannot
st and.

Do not the towers of chaos send forth light so bright that it nust be shielded by solid stone?
Yet the Palace of Eternal Light is Iit by the diffuse chaos of the sun and the | esser chaos of oi

| anps.
Is not the Enperor hinself a figure of mght and majesty? Yet all in power fear that an enperor
may again arise who is truly mghty, like the one who is sel dom nenti oned by the high in Cyad.
Mai ntai ning this paradox, this enigma that is Cyad, that is the task of the Magi'i, and the
duty of every magus who has ever lived and ever will live, now and forevernore...
Par adox of Empire
Bern' el th, Magus First
Cyad, 157 A F.
IV

In the blessing and warnmth of chaos, in the prosperity which it engenders, and for the
preservation of all the best of our heritage, whether of elthage, altage, or nerage, |et us give
t hanks for what we receive." The silver-haired man at the north end of the table lifts his head
and smiles.

The famly is seated around the dining table on the covered upper bal cony, fromwhere they can
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| ook downhill and south directly at the harbor-and to the west and slightly uphill at the Pal ace
of Eternal Light. Although the sun has set, the sky remains the purple that precedes night, and
the white stone piers of the harbor glitter above the darkness of the Great Western Ccean. The
Pal ace gl eans a shimrering white-both fromthe white sunstone fromwhich it was constructed al
too many years before and fromthe i nnunerable | anps which bathe its endl ess corridors and
vaulting halls in continuous |ight.

The dining table around which the famly sits is it but dimy by two | anps set in gl eam ng
cupridi um brackets, each affixed to a pillar, the two closest to each end of the table. None of
those seated appear to be affected by the di mess. The mahogany-haired Nyryah, who sits at the end
of the table opposite the silver-haired Kien"elth, lifts a silver tray that holds both dark bread
and sun-nut bread and tenders it to the sandy-haired young man on her left. "Go ahead, Vernt."

"Ah... thank you."

"And don't take all the sun-nut bread," suggests Myryan from where she sits across fromthe
still-lanky Vernt. "W like it, too."

"There's plenty there, children," suggests Nyryah, "and there's another loaf in the kitchen."

Vernt grins and takes one slice of each bread, then passes the tray to Lorn, who takes only a
single slice of dark bread before passing the tray to his father. Kien'elth, like his younger son
takes one slice of each, and hands the tray to Jerial, dark-haired, and the eldest child. She,
like Lorn, takes but a slice of dark bread, and snmiles across at Lorn as she hands the tray to
Myryan, al so bl ack-haired, and the youngest of the four siblings. Myryan takes a single slice of
sun-nut bread and returns the tray to her nother

The fow casserole that had been set before Kien'elth makes a circuit of the table, but al
hel pings are so simlar in size that they would have to have been wei ghed for an outsider to
determ ne which is the largest-or the smallest. After the casserole cones the dish of buttered and
nutted beans.

When Myryan sets down the serving spoon for the beans, all six begin to eat, silently for a
monent, until each has had at |east one mouthful of sonething.

"You were a little |ate, dear," suggests Nyryah

"We had to chaos-charge a second conpl enent of firewagons,"” replies Kien'elth. "The two new
conmpani es of Mrror Lancers are being sent along the Great Eastern Hi ghway tonorrow. The
barbarians of the northeast have tried to attack the cuprite nines. Wile they were thrown back
across the Hills of Endless Grass, the Enperor has determ ned that the | ancers of the northeast
shall be nore greatly reinforced to carry the nmessage to the barbarians that they may be reni nded
of the futility of such attacks."

Myryan smiles

"You find that amusi ng?" asks Vernt.

"The nane's anusing,"” she admits. "Nothing' s endless, not even the Rational Stars. So how can
grass be endl ess?"

"The barbarians are endl ess," says Vernt. "Every year there are nore of them™

"More doesn't nean endl ess.”

"And they're just as stupid every year. Tens of scores of themtry to cross the border, and
nmost of themdie." Vernt | ooks at his father. "There nust have been nore than usual if you had to
do nore chaos-charging."

"I was told that the lancers have it well in hand," answers his sire.

"And they will push the barbarians back across the not-so-endless Grass Hills,
"no matter what the barbarians call the grass.”

"I do believe we've heard this before,"” suggests Kien'elth politely. "W decided the nane was a
barbarian affectation." He clears his throat, then takes another nouthful of the fow casserole,
noddi ng as he tastes it.

"W just ought to take over all of Candar-the western hal f, anyway," says Vernt. "That way, we
woul dn't have to worry about the snelly barbarians."”

"The chaos-towers can't be noved," Lorn points out. "That's why Enperor-"

"Lorn," interjects Kien'elth quickly. "Not at dinner."

"Yes, ser."

"We don't need to nove the towers," continues Vernt, seemingly oblivious to his father's
warning to Lorn. "The barbarians' iron blades are so soft that a cupridium bl ade cuts through any
of their weapons." The younger son snorts. "W don't need firewagons and hi ghways to conquer
them"

"No- but would you want to live in a nud-brick hut or a tent?" Kien'elth laughs. "You woul dn't
get cooking like this, or cities |like Cyad or Fyrad or Summrerdock."

"We've heard this discussion before, too," interjects Jerial. "Cyador already has nore |and

Myryan says,
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than we'll ever need, and so do the barbarians. They don't attack from need, but from perversity.
They want to take what we've built, because they're too lazy and too stupid to make things for
t hensel ves. "

"They do not have chaos-towers, nor could they fabricate themif they wanted to," says her
father gently.

"They don't have to live like swine," counters Vernt. "You can snell them from kays away."

"They weren't born with your advantages," Kien'elth points out.

"We've sent teachers out to the north and east." Vernt's voice rises. "And those that weren't
killed had to kill the barbarians to escape with their lives...."

"Maybe they don't want to learn," suggests Jerial, with a hint of a |augh in her voice. "They
don't |ike books as much as you do."

Lorn quietly finishes his casserole, and, while the others are |ooking at Vernt and Jerial, and
while his nother has slipped away fromthe table to bring the dessert platter, he slips a slice of
sun-nut bread fromthe tray and onto his platter. He eats it in precise notions before finally
speaking. "They still think we took their land."

"W didn't take anything, did we?" asks Myryan. "I thought nost of Cyador was the Accursed
Forest before the founders cane, and it killed either the barbarians or us whenever it could. They
didn't live here. They couldn't have lived here." She shakes her head. "It doesn't make sense.
We're not using land that they ever could have farned or herded on. | agree with Jerial. They're
just lazy."

"They are what they are," replies Kien"elth, "and we aren't going to change that. W can only
deal with our own lives." He clears his throat. "Lorn... have you ever nmet Al eyar? She's Lector
Li at aphi ' s next-to-youngest daughter?"

"He's nmet themall." Vernt chortles.

Lorn nmanages not to flush. "She is blonde, | believe, and quite well spoken."

"I told you so," Vernt hisses.

"Father..." Jerial begins.

Kien'elth turns to his eldest daughter. "Liataphi has no sons. | amnot asking Lorn to consort
with her. | amasking if he would at least talk to the young | ady. There's no harmin seeing if he

Iikes an eligible young woman. "

"...and it would be kind," Myryan says with a sad snile.

"Because her older sister Syreal ran off with that nerchanter, and that nmeans that unl ess she
consorts with a Magi'i she'll | ose her standing in the Magi'i?" asks Jerial

"It's true, isn't it?" counters Myryan. "We're |ucky. W have brothers who are carrying on as
Magi'i. Aleyar isn't, and she's sweet."

"You know her?" asks Nyryah

"I like her," replies Myryan. "She's too gentle to be consorted to a lancer or a nerchanter."”
She [ ooks at Lorn. "And she is pretty.”

Lorn shifts his weight in his chair al nost inperceptibly, then smles. "I'lIl make a point of
talking to her.™
"That's all | ask," Kien'elth says, as he turns and smles at Myryan. "Lector Kharl'elth said

that the only young | ady his son ever tal ked about was you."

"Ciesrt?" Myryan's expression reverts to one of polite interest.

Lorn glances fromher to their father, who in turn watches the wavy-haired Myryan closely.

"Ciesrt'elth,"” corrects Kien'elth. "You know him Lorn."

"He's in ny student group,” concedes Lorn

"He works hard," adds Vernt. "Lector Hyrist'elth says he wishes all the students worked as
hard. "

Across from Lorn, Myryan's face tightens ever so slightly.

"He's pretty serious," Lorn adds.

"These are serious tines," Kien' elth begins, clearing his throat in the way that Lorn knows a
Il ong pontification is about to begin.

"It sounds like a good tine for sweets." Nyryah sets the wi de white-glazed platter in the
center of the table, then re-seats herself. "Baked pearapple creaned tarts." She smles at her
consort. "You can tal k about serious tinmes after dessert, dear."

Kien'elth [aughs. "Underm ned at nmy own table."

"A good dessert doesn't wait," counters Nyryah, "and if you do, you won't have any tarts with
this bunch drooling over them"”

Myryan and Vernt |augh. Lorn and Jerial nod mnutely at each other, but the corners of Lorn's
mouth turn up ever so slightly as he glances at the warmsmle his nother has bestowed upon their
f at her.
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"Qutstanding!" Kien'elth beanms as he takes the first tart. "The barbarians and the serious folk
have nothing like this."

"They mght." Vernt frowns, as if in thought, then adds, "But they probably don't."

"You can't even argue just on one side, Vernt," says Jerial after a nouthful of her tart.
"Maybe you shoul d becone a counsel or. That's what they do-they argue both sides of everything."

"What about sonething like being the Hand of the Enmperor?" asks Myryan guil el essly.

"Myryan," cautions Nyryah. "One doesn't tal k about the Hand."

"Especially since no one knows who he is," adds Jerial dryly. "That's not w se."

Kien'elth, his mouth filled with the creany tart, shakes his head and finally swall ows.

"Argunentative counselors get sent as envoys to the barbarian | ands. Besides, no Magi'i should
stoop to being a counselor. Mstly, they nedi ate between nerchanters."

Anused sniles fill the faces around the table, snmiles followed by silence as they enjoy the
tarts.

"There are a fewtarts left," offers Nyryah when all have finished, glancing toward Lorn, "and
since you didn't have as nmuch of the sun-nut bread..." She | ooks at Vernt, on whose face a frown
appears and qui ckly vani shes, "and since you | ook positively starved, Vernt..."

Myryan rai ses her eyebrows.

"...and you're still grow ng, youngest daughter,’
are enough extra tarts for each of you."

"The last thing | need is another tart,’
"l should not have had the one."

"You could eat three every night, and it would scarce show," counters her nother, "but | know
how you feel."

Kien'elth glances at his consort. Nyryah rai ses her eyebrows, and he cl oses his nouth quietly.

Lorn eats a second tart, deftly, with notions that are neither hasty nor dawdling, yet |eave no
crumbs upon his fingers or his mouth. "Excellent. You nust tell Elthya." He snmiles at his nother.
“If I don't first.”

"You'll not only tell her, Lorn, you'll charmher out of a third," says Jerial

"A fourth," suggests Myryan. "l1'd wager a silver he had one this afternoon when they were
cooling." Her warmsmile turns toward Lorn

He shrugs. "It might be."

Hi s sisters |laugh. Even Vernt, seated beside Myryan, smiles. So does Nyryah, although the
mahogany- hai red woman's snile is nmore know ngly ironic.

As the famly rises and as Elthya and the shorter serving girl step forward out of the shadows
to clear the table, Kien'elth beckons to Lorn. "lI'd like to talk with you for a few nonents,
Lorn."

"Yes, ser." Lorn, slightly taller and slightly broader across the chest than his father or his
younger brother, follows Kien'elth along the outside upper arched portico until they reach the
open door of the study.

The study is lit by the pair of oil |anps at each end of the pale oak table-desk. Their
silvered mantel s-and their separation-cast an even gl ow across the roomso that the shadows are
faint against the warnth of the blond wood panels that conprise the walls and the anber |eather of
the volunmes set in the bookcase that is built into the wall beside the desk. The scents of frysya
and baked pearapples linger in the room reninding Lorn of the glazed tarts that had foll owed
di nner.

Kien' elth turns and stands between his desk, enpty except for the | anps, and the stand that
hol ds the shinmmering white cupridiumpen that is yet another mark of his position as a nmagus. The
pol i shed white oak case that holds his chaos glass rests on the small octagonal table to the right
of the desk proper

Lorn's eyes pass over the glass, though he has often felt its power when his father has
enployed it to observe himfrom afar.

After a nonent of silence, the magus turns to his dark-haired son. "I spoke with Lector
Hyrist'elth."

Lorn nods, waits for his father to continue.

"He is not displeased with your studies, Lorn, but he is not pleased, either. He and | both
feel that while you learn all that conmes before you, and nore, you |learn because it is easier for
you to learn than to oppose us." Kien'elth smles. "I have seen you on the korfal field. There,
you are unfettered, alnost joyous. | would wi sh you to show such joy in learning and in studies."”

"I learn everything that | can, ser," Lorn replies carefully, knowi ng he nust choose his words
with care, for his father can sense any hint of untruth-as can anyone within the famly-and Lorn
does not wi sh to have his father use his chaos glass to follow himcontinually, though he can

Nyryah smiles at Myryan and concl udes, "there

observes Jerial, glancing down at her slender waist.
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sense when Kien'elth-or any of the Magi'i-seek himwith a glass. Mdst of his actions are innocent
enough, but there is little sense in provoking his father into deeper inquiries. "It is true that,
presently, learning for me is not so joyous, but I will persevere until, | hope, it is such."”

"Al'l Cyador rests on the Magi'i," says the older man. "Wthout the chaos towers, the firewagons

woul d not run, and neither lancers nor foot nor crops could be carried to where they nust go. The
barges could not run the Geat Canal. Wthout the chaos chisels, the stone for the roads would
have to be quarried by hand, and it would take years to pave but a kay of road. The Great Eastern
H ghway al one... Wthout chaos gl asses, we could not see the stornms or the | arger barbarian
forces,..."

Lorn listens politely as his father continues.

"...and that is why it is a great honor and a worthy duty to becone a nagus, and a goal for
whi ch you should strive."

"l understand that, father."

"Lorn... you nod politely, and you apply yourself diligently enough, and you have nmastered the
art of chaos transfer, indeed nore than mastered it, and you have even | earned the basics of
healing fromJerial, though that be nore of a serving art than a magely one, and you have, | know,
the skill to truthread, and that is sonething but a handful ever fully nmaster."

"I's that not what | amrequired to do, ser?"
"You are capable of nore, far nmore. You have the talent to becone one of the great mages. But

that requires nore than talent."” Kien'elth | ooks squarely at his oldest son. "I would hope that
you woul d see such." He shrugs. "I have told Lector Hyrist'elth that, if you do not show great
|l ove of your studies, | will seek an officership for you with the Mrror Lancers. You possess the

skills to direct the Iances of an entire conpany al ready, and perhaps the tine on the frontiers
woul d rekindle your |ove of chaos."

Lorn continues to neet his sire's searching study. "I will do my best for the year ahead, ser
but | can prom se only diligence and hard work."

"That | know you will provide, Lorn." Kien' elth shakes his head slowy. "But each one of the

Magi 'i must possess the very fire of chaos within hinself or the chaos with which he works wl|
consune himas surely as a firelance will consunme whatever its fire strikes. |If you cannot find
such passion, no matter how great your skill, you would be better as an officer of the Mrror
Lancers than as the highest of the Magi'i." H s lined face and silver and hair do not hide the
sadness within himas he beholds his eldest son.

"I understand, father. | will do what | can do." Kien'elth nods. "I know "

Lorn cannot disguise the frown as he closes the polished wooden door behind himand steps from
the study into the open pillared corridor that rings the upper levels of the house. As he had
sensed, Jerial waits in the shadows. Lorn turns to his older sister

"How i s Father?" asks Jerial. "He was quiet at dinner, and you're frowning. It nust have been a
serious discussion.”

"It was. We discussed how, without the Magi'i, the G eat Eastern H ghway-and the G eat North
Hi ghway-woul d still be under construction,”™ Lorn finishes with a snile, "since even the North

H ghway's length is four hundred and ninety three kays. W al so tal ked about how | should build a
new chaos tower when | finish ny studies."

"Lorn... soneday you're going to have to be serious."

"I amserious." The dark-haired young man smiles at his older sister. "I'm always serious." The
smle fades. "Too serious in ny studies for father. He wi shes that | approach themas a |over."

"Well..." Jerial grins, "you' ve already had enough experience there, brother dear. Surely...
surely..."

Lorn laughs. "Ah... if | could."

Jerial sniles, then slips away.

After a nmoment, Lorn shrugs and takes the outside steps down into the rear garden, past the
fruit trees and the grape arbor. He pauses by the rear gate, in the shiel ded darkness, and
concentrates on his adaptation of chaos transfer

Hssst! A small firebolt arcs fromhis fingers onto the white stone, splashing like liquid
flane, rearing up a good two spans into the gl oom

Lorn quickly steps on the twig that has caught fire and stanps out the snmall fire with his
heavy white boots. "Careful..." He glances around, but there are no sounds beyond the nurnurs that
drift fromthe servants' quarters beyond the garden. He should have used even | ess chaos.

After a last | ook at the house, he | eaves by the rear gate, and wal ks down the paved and
spotless alley to the | ower street, above which tower the three levels of the famly dwelling.

Lorn strides along the Road of Perpetual Light, eastward, away fromthe taverns frequented by
t he hi gher-ranking [ ancers and the cider-houses that cater to the students. The cylar trees
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over hangi ng the white-paved street whisper in the night breeze, and the autumm perfunme of the
purple arymds fills the cool air

Lorn senses red-dark chaos... or trouble, and wonders what it mght be. H's eyes note little
di stinction between twilight and night as he strides purposefully eastward, al nost wel com ng the
reddi sh-whiteness that he nears-after the talk with his father

A couple wal ks toward him nearly in the white and sparkling center of the w de wal kway
flanki ng the road, and Lorn can see fromshimering blue attire that both are fromthe
merchanters. The man is slender, and his attention is upon the red-haired woman he escorts. Chaos
lurks behind them in the hulking figure that follows, apparently unseen in the shadowed darkness
of the trees.

Lorn eases onto the sane side of the road as the skul ker who noves toward the couple, but the
student magus is too late as the heavy and tall nman | eaps and strikes the male nerchanter, with a
bl unt club or sone such. The man collapses in a heap, and the worman turns to flee, but the
attacker grabs her arm

"Halthor! Let go of me!" she screanms. "Help! The Patrol!"

The man called Halthor drops the club to nuffle her screans with his oversized hand.

Lorn steps out of the shadows, then ducks and picks up the truncheon as Halthor rel eases the
worman. Lorn noves as if he had seen the large fist coning and steps under the giant's arns,
bringing the short wooden truncheon into the vee of the man's ribs. Something cracks. The giant
gasps, standing there inmobile.

Lorn's eyes glitter gold for but an instant as he speaks. "I believe that all would be best if
you junped off the southernnost pier in the harbor and inhaled as nuch water as you can.”

The taller man shivers, then turns, breathing |aboriously, and begins to wal k westward al ong
the Road of Perpetual Light, ignoring the fallen trader, the worman nerchanter, and Lorn.

Despite the sudden knife-1ike headache that has shivered through his skull, Lorn |lowers the
truncheon and turns toward the worman in shimrering blue, his voice filled with concern. "Are you
all right?"

"Ah... | think so. Yes." She does not quite shiver, as she bends toward the fallen nan.

Through slightly blurred vision, Lorn sees that she is a redhead, and lightly freckled, with
creany skin, and a full figure under the shimmering blue tunic.

"What did you do?" she asks. "He... just turned away and left."

"Just offered an opinion...." Lorn's |augh sounds easy. "He won't be bothering anyone soon."
The warm and friendly snile appears as he also steps toward the fallen junior trader. "W need to
attend to your friend.”

The mal e trader squints, rolls to his knees, glances up at the redhead, then at Lorn. "Wat did

you do to Halthor? He'd like as kill you, student nagus or not." He slowy rises to his feet, but
he shivers and staggers.
Lorn extends a hand. "As | told your lady friend, | offered ny opinion to the fellow that he

take hinself el sewhere.™

"He's never heeded anyone's advice before."” The trader groans as he straightens up. "Cracked in
my skull."

"This... young nan," says the woman, "offered it rather persuasively. Halthor was al nost
doubl ed over. He has a cracked rib or two, perhaps.”

The male trader |owers his head and holds it in both hands. "My head's splitting."

"I"'msure it only feels that way," says the wonman.

Lorn's fingers brush the man's skull.

"That's better," admits the wounded trader

Sonehow the slight healing Lorn can offer the trader also | essens his own headache, if
mar gi nal | y.

"Are you a heal er, young ser?" asks the woman.

"Me?" Lorn shakes his head ingenuously. "I've picked up sonme fromny ol der sister, who is, but
I"'mafraid |'mpoor in conparison to her." He | ooks eastward, along the white stones of the road,
past two couples who are strolling in a leisurely fashion down the cross-street toward the
pavilions that wait on the beach front park. "I think you do need to Iie down before long. Are
your... quarters far from here?"

"No. Just two streets up." The trader takes a step and pales, then takes another

"Are you sure you're all right, Alyet?" asks the wonan.

"For two streets... yes."

Lorn takes the man's arm once nore. "Just |lean on ne."

"And nme." The woman takes his other arm and the three walk slowy eastward until they reach an
archway on the uphill side of the way.
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"There..." munbles Al yet. "There."

The wonman and Lorn guide the trader up three steps and toward a darkened doorway to the left.
She fumbl es a shining brass key fromA yet's belt wallet and unl ocks the door

Once inside, they cross a small sitting roomthat holds but a small table with two chairs, and
a | ow settee under the high wi ndow. A sleeping chanber barely big enough for the bed and a chest
lies through a narrow archway.

They hel p Alyet |ower hinself onto the bed that is draped with a dark blue coverlet.

"Are you sure he'll be all right?" asks the wonman.

"He has sonme bad bruises, and a lunp on his skull, but nothing' s broken, I think," Lorn
ventures, "and his head will ache for days."

"Ryalth... be careful... sorry... don't think I can see you hone," Alyet apol ogi zes.

"I''"ll make sure she's safe,;" Lorn promses. "Don't you worry."

Ryalth raises her well-formed but narrow eyebrows. She does not protest as they |eave Alyet's
quarters.

Once they are back on the Road of Eternal Light, standing beneath the arch of curved white
stone-nerely al abaster, and not sunstone-Lorn turns to Ryalth, "W shoul d deci de what we shoul d do
toni ght."

Her eyebrows arch. "I do not know you, ser, and you appear to be a student."”

"I amindeed a student, but that's all the nore reason for you not to worry. Besides, you
scarcely need to end the evening on such an upsetting note." Lorn takes the young wonan's hand and
smles w nningly.

Y
Cool wi nter sunlight angles through the high wi ndows and strikes the age- and chaos-whitened
granite walls well above the heads of the five figures in the discussion room illunminating the
space with an indirectly intense light. Four student Magi'i sit on straight-backed chairs facing
the Lector who stands before themin shinmrering white tunic, trousers, belt, and boots.

Lorn wonders, not for the first time, whether the Lector's smallclothes shinmer as well, even
t hough he knows his father's do not-but somehow, a Lector who nonitors his studies is nore
f or bi ddi ng.

Ciesrt'elth shifts his weight in his chair, and it creaks. Lector Abram elth ignores the sound
and | ooks across the group of four with eyes that glow golden, as do the eyes of nmany of the
senior Magi'i. "The tinme has conme for you to once again observe a chaos tower, this tinme in |ight
of the know edge that you have acquired and with all your senses, and not just your eyes. You wll
be escorted in pairs. Cesrt'elth and Rustyl'elth will be first. Tyrsal'elth and Lorn'elth will be
the second group. You two in the second group will wait here.”

After the other three | eave and the gol den oak door closes, Tyrsal glances at Lorn. "Wy would
it ook different now? The tower, | mean?"

"We've seen one before, and we've seen the drawings. It probably | ooks the sanme, just like the
drawi ngs, except it would have to glow with chaos. It is a chaos tower. That's probably what the
Lector wants to know whether we can sense the chaos." Lorn sniles and | aughs gently.

"Maybe it doesn't look like that at all with chaos senses. Maybe we just thought we saw a tower
before."

"What woul d be the point of deceiving us about that? It would just be a waste of tine."

"They say that none of the halls in the Palace of Eternal Light are actually the way people
draw them " Tyrsal counters. "And that they change themall the tine."

"That's different. Anyone can request an audi ence with the Enperor or his Voice or his
Advi sors. They don't know who might be coming in, and | suppose the Enperor cannot trust-anyone.
Except the Hand, and that's because no one knows who he is. The senior and nore talented Magi'
could use a chaos glass to scree the Palace. That's why they have |lancers and firel ances behind

the screens throughout the Palace. Here... the only ones who see the towers are the Magi'i, and
the ol der students."
"Have you... a chaos glass?" Tyrsal stunbles over his words.

"Hardly. If ny father didn't discipline ne for that, the Lectors certainly would, and |'m not
sure father wouldn't be worse."

"Ah..." Tyrsal swallows, then quickly asks, "What about the workings of the fireships and the
firewagons. They're all seal ed, and anyone besi des a magus who opens them gets chaos-fried."

"Exactly," suggests Lorn

"I suppose you're right," Tyrsal concedes.
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"Maybe |I'mnot, but we'll find out soon enough."”
"Do you know if we're going to see the same tower or another tower for the Magi'i ?"
"The sane, |'d imgine."

"They all have to be close, don't they?"

Lorn shrugs. "They could be anywhere in the Quarter. They do have to be surrounded by the heavy
granite and sunstone, but everything in the Quarter of the Magi'i is built that way."

"That's true." Tyrsal |apses into silence.

In time, the door to the di scussion room opens, and Lector Abramelth follows the other two
students back inside. He does not close the wooden door to the corridor

"Not a word," the Lector says to Cesrt and Rustyl, "not until we depart the room" He beckons
to Lorn and Tyrsal .

The remai ning two students rise, and Ciesrt and Rustyl re-seat thenselves in the cool m d-day
winter |ight that the very stones of the building have anplified in sonme indefinable fashion

Wt hout speaking, the Lector |eads Lorn and Tyrsal out of the discussion roomand along the
corridor toward the private study roons of the Magi'i of the school, then through a gl eam ng
cupridiumdoor, and along a narrower corridor which ends in another cupridiumdoor that has
nei t her | atches nor handl es nor knobs.

Knowi ng what must come next, Lorn watches the Lector with his senses as the man |ifts his hand.
The flash of golden energy follows, and Lorn wi thholds a nod of understanding as Abranielth eases
the heavy door into its recess. The three enter the second corridor where the floors, walls, and
ceiling are all of white granite Lorn renenbers.

Abram elth stops and turns to the two students. "Up ahead you see the black shield. Wen you
| ook through the black shield, you will see the Magi'i tower-the one that powers chaos cells used
in the school and in the Palace of Eternal Light." The Lector pauses, then adds. "Study the tower,
not only with your eyes, but with your senses, and see the variants of chaos that exist. Do not

even think about transferring chaos. If you do, both the tower and I will consunme you with
unf ocused chaos. "

"Yes, ser." Lorn's and Tyrsal's responses are nearly simnultaneous. "Tyrsal'elth, you may go
first."

"Yes, ser." The redhead takes his place before the darkened square that is neither glass nor

nmetal nor any substance yet made in centuries within Cyador, a single pane so dark it appears
bl ack. He stands there for a very long tine before he steps away.

Abram el th's eyes and senses shift from Tyrsal to Lorn. "Lorn'elth." The Lector's voice runbles
in the granite-walled corridor

Lorn wal ks to the w ndow shield, where, through the dark aperture, he studies the shimmering
tower enclosed within the insulated granite walls of the chaos-power station. He recalls a sinilar
such vision, clearly unauthorized, fromnany years before, |long before he had first seen a tower
as a student magus.

Knowi ng that, he concentrates, but his eyes reveal to himlittle beyond the glaring sil houette
of the tower. Hi s chaos senses focus on the reddi sh-white chaos surrounding the bl uish-white
barrier that bl ocks the core fromtouching even the air that surrounds it. He feels, though he
could not explain why, that the tower, this particular one, teeters on the edge of...
not hi ngness... as if poised to fall into the world, or out of it. Yet the reddish chaos and the
bl ui sh chaos do not touch, although each pulses in response to the other.

After a time, Lorn steps away, his face expressionless. After he does, the Lector studies Lorn
then Tyrsal, before he speaks. "What did you sense?"

"The pul se of chaos," Lorn says nmldly. "It is constant, yet ever-changing."

"It is constant within chaotic bounds," the Lector affirns. "It produces the sane anount of
chaos energy at all tinmes." He turns to Tyrsal. "The chaos that surrounds the core," offers
Tyrsal. "There is a barrier there," confirms Lorn

Abrami elth nods slowy. "Precisely, and that barrier nust remain for the tower to continue
operating."”

"What happens if it doesn't, ser?" inquires Tyrsal. "Then the tower will cease to be." The
Lector frowns. "Your |essons should have taught you that."

"Yes, ser." Tyrsal | ooks down.

Lorn realizes he nust speak or forfeit the opportunity. Ofering a guileless snmle, he says
slowy, "But there is chaos-or sonmething like it-on the other side of the barrier. Wuldn't that
escape or sormet hi ng?"

The Lector's frown deepens as his eyes flick to the dark-haired student magus. "How do you know
t hat ?"

"You told us that there were several kinds of chaos, and asked us to try to use our chaos
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senses to deternmine them" Lorn replies easily. "The chaos behind the barrier feels different, as
you said it would."

"I did say that," muses the Lector, alnost to hinmself, then he straightens. "No one knows for
certain what will happen if the barrier fails, and no tower has yet failed since the first years
of the founding of Cyad nearly two hundred years ago. And one of the tasks of the Magi'i, as you
will discover, is to ensure that no tower does fail."

Tyrsal and Lorn do not exchange gl ances, but they night well have, for Lorn knows that the
Lector misleads with his last statement-not exactly a lie, but a statement verging on it, and Lorn
knows Tyrsal understands that as well. Lorn also knows that Abramelth does not know that Lorn and
Tyrsal can sense such, for npbst students cannot sense such shading of the truth.

"Renmenber, the towers are the heart of Cyad and Cyador."

"Yes, ser."

The Lector believes his last statement, and that belief troubles Lorn nore than the statenent
that had preceded it.

The two follow the Lector back along the corridor to the door where, again, Abramielth raises
his hand and focuses chaos before sliding the door open

Once the three have traveled the white granite corridors and are back in the discussion room
where Ciesrt and Rustyl are waiting, the Lector surveys the four students.

"Tormorrow, you will begin your advanced chaos-transfer training in the firewagon hall. Consider
what you have seen. You may speak of it only to other Magi'i or to students as advanced as you,
and to no others. W will know if you speak otherw se. You may depart for the day."

\

The Enperor Toziel'elth'alt' mer [ooks through the tinted glass wi ndows of the Palace. H's eyes
focus on the harbor of Cyad, and the piers that house the White Fl eet-although there are but two
of the white-hulled fireships tied there presently. To the east of the fireships are tied a
handf ul of coasting schooners, a brig that flies the jack of Brysta, and two other deep-sea
vessel s without jacks or ensigns flying.

North of the piers and closer to the Pal ace, the sunstone-paved streets glisten. The shops to
the west sport green and white awni ngs, and under those imuacul ate canvases are the cafes and
bakeries for which Cyad is known. Those who wal k the streets are well-clad, whether in the
shinmrercloth affected by the Magi'i, the higher nmerchanters, or lancer officers-and their
househol ds-or in the hard-conbed and tightly-woven cotton of the common peopl e.

"Yet the least of the common folk is clad |ike a noble anong the barbarians, and lives in
greater confort and cleanliness," nurnurs the Enperor. "And that is as it should be." He turns and
wal ks past the Great Hall, past the three-story-high gilded doors that can open so silently and
swiftly that an observer who blinked mght well miss their operation. Behind himfollow two
figures uniforned in silver-trimed green, each with hand firel ances-used but by the Palace Guard
and those Mrror Lancers who guard the outside of the Pal ace of Light.

The Enperor Toziel-for he thinks of hinself without the nultiple identifiers attached to his
nane- steps through a silently-opening and cupridiumclad door that brings himto his own entrance
to the small receiving hall. After a nonment, conposing hinmself, he steps through the archway and
seats hinmself on the scul pted mal achite and silver chair on the dais. He | ooks out over a marble-
floored roomnerely | arge enough for two or three of the Cyadoran firewagons that speed endl essly
along the Great North Hi ghway.

Those waiting cross the shimering and spotless white tiles, bow below the dais, and offer
their felicitations.

"Your M ghtiness..."

"M ghtiness..."

Toziel gestures toward his Majer-Commander of Lancers, standing on the left of those who await
his scrutiny. "If you would, Rynst'alt..."”

"There were nearly ten score barbarians in the raid on Penedra, and nearly that many in the
raid on Inividra. W have not seen such raids, not on the base outposts, in nmany years. The Mrror
Lancers killed about half those in the first raid, perhaps a third of those in the second. The
bar bari ans vani shed, as expected, into the Gass Hlls. They appear as endless as the bl ades of
grass in those hills." The gray-haired officer in creamand green bows slightly as he finishes
speaking, as if apologizing. "W have sent additional charged firelances to the north, and
repl acenent |ancers as well."

"Thank you, Rynst'alt." The tired-faced and silver-robed figure shifts his weight in the
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scul pted nmal achite and silver chair and turns his head toward the gol den-eyed magus with the
crossed cupridiumlightning bolts on the breast of his tunic.

"The repl eni shmrent tower continues to provide chaos flow for the | ances and the firewagons,
sire. W were required to charge nearly doubl e the nunmber of wagons this fall as conpared to the
nunbers in any recent year in the past generation."”

Tozi el nods. "High Lector Chyenfel'elth, can we nove any of the towers that prison the Accursed
For est ?"

"No, sire." Chyenfel'elth bows. "Attenpting to nove them wuld be far too great a risk."

"What about repl enishing chaos for the | ances fromthose towers? They could be noved down to
Fyrad on the Great Canal."

"That we can do for now. For how nmany years we do not know. You should be aware, sire, that two
of the ward towers have already failed. It will take all the chaos of those remaining to build the
permanent barrier you have approved, sire."

"You do not know yet even if you can acconplish this," Toziel points out.

"We nust try, sire. The towers will not remain forever."

"And, if | rescind nmy approval ?"

"You do as you see fit, sire. The Magi'i obey."

"How long will it take to build the barrier?"

"It is not precisely a barrier," Chyenfel says cautiously.

"It will bar the Accursed Forest, will it not?"

"Yes, sire. W cannot say how |l ong the process will take. W estimate a full two seasons, if
aught goes well."

"And that will provide protection for the real mof chaos for generations to come? And keep the
Forest from reclain ng Cyador?"

"As we discussed..." Chyenfel says snoothly.
"On a lesser scale, | know. "
"Yes, sire."”

"I will consider this, and | will talk to the Hand." Toziel turns to the next figure, clad in
shi mering blue. "How stand the warehouses, Bl uoyal' ner?"

Bl uoyal bows stiffly. "All have been inspected and their contents enunmerated... this autum
season is a little different fromany other autum season..."

"Have you been able to purchase the additional cuprite?"

"Yes, sire, although in the quantities required, the... acquisition necessitated spending
nearly a thousand gol ds beyond what we had estimated. You may recall, sire, that we had di scussed
that possibility."

"We had." The tired eyes of the Enperor watch each of those who act as though they serve him
and Cyador.

VI |

A cool m st shrouds Cyad, a mist that holds the tang of salt air, the fragrance of the late-

bl ooni ng aranyds, and the faintest odor of the bitterness that renminds Lorn of chaos, an acridness
far stronger within the Quarter of the Magi'i, but omipresent throughout the great white city.
Cccasional drops of rain slither through the silvery mst, and the white stones of the buil dings
and roads of Cyad are gray with noisture.

Lorn slips along the covered portico on the upper level of the dwelling and then down the
outside steps to the garden, staying close to the inside wall. In his left hand is a | cosely
rolled bundl e that appears to be a towel. Once in the garden, he takes the path by the wall toward
the postern gate, for that is directly under his nother's w ndow, and unless she |eans out the
wi ndow, she could not see him pass bel ow

There is a bench outside the rear gate, where Elthya and the other servants often gather to
talk, but no one will be there while dinner is being prepared. After he eases the gate closed, in
the afternoon di mess, he quickly pulls off his green-trimed student whites and dons the
shi nmering bl ue nerchanter tunic and trousers, then switches his white boots for the dark blue
boots, before adding a blue belt. He rerolls his own clothes and places themand his boots into
the pitch-coated basket that he had left earlier and replaces the basket back under the feathered
coni fer beyond the gate.

He wal ks swiftly down the alley and across the Road of Perpetual Light, still taking the alley
downhi || past two other roads until he turns westward on the Road of Benevol ent Commrerce. The
heavy heels of the nerchanter boots barely whi sper on the stone pavenent. His stride is that of
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the other junior merchanters who scurry to the beckoning of others.

As he passes the Enmpty Quarter-a coffee house, alnost a cafe, that caters to the nost junior of
mer chanter apprentices-and outl and sea-traders-he nods to the two apprentices sitting in the near-
vacant establishment, giving thema perfunctory smle of acknow edgenent.

"Who's that... ?"

"Sonme junior enunerator... friend of Alyet's and Ryalth's... saved Alyet from Halthor one ni ght
when he guzzled too nuch...."

"...can't figure Halthor drowning..."

...anyone' |l drown... drinks and wal ks the piers..."
...looks young for an enunerator..."
...Ryalth says he's good..."

"...at what?"

Lorn represses a grin as he hurries westward al ong the Way of Benevol ent Conmerce until it
intersects with the First Harbor Way. The corner is identified by the green-lettered placards
inscribed in the angul ar Angl orian script on the walls of the warehouse that stands on the
sout hwest corner. Only in the trading district of Cyad do such placards exist. Elsewhere, one nust
know where he goes.

On the northwest corner, a wonan in shimrering blue waits for Lorn under the awning by the
Honest Stone-the unofficial merchanter coffee house for the warehouse district of Cyad.

Lorn waves and smiles as he nears.

"I was afraid you weren't coming." Ryalth snorts angrily. "After all you said.”

"I"'msorry." Lorn offers an easy and fully apologetic snmle. "I got here as quickly as
could."

"We'd better go. Aljak said at the eighth bell." Ryalth heads toward the harbor, walking on the
right side of the white-paved First Harbor Way, as nuch by customas to avoid the near-silent cart
on the left drawn up the gentle incline by a white pony.

Lorn inclines his head to the bearded carter who wal ks beside the pony, |eading him then says
quietly, "W have sonme tine."

Ryal th gl ances behind them as though she fears they are being foll owed.

"Don't worry," Lorn assures her. "All we're doing is buying cotton."

"Wth our own coins-not clan coins-and there's no one to back us if it's not good."

"That's why |'m here, renmenber?" Lorn says.

"You can slip back into that m ghty house if this doesn't work."

"It's worked before. Why woul d today be any different?"

"Because it's Hanorian cotton. O that's what Aljak has let it be known. You can't trust him
not even so nuch as Jiul ko."

"He was the one who had the oils-Jiul ko?" Lorn touches Ryalth's arm gently, offering
reassurance.

"I don't know why you talked ne into this,” Ryalth nurnurs.

"So that you can start your own nerchanter house. Merchanter wonen can refuse to consort, or
consort by choice if they have a business worth nore than five hundred gol ds. Renenber?"

"Don't remnd ne."

"My sisters would like that kind of choice," Lorn says softly.

"Way woul d they need it? They're protected wonmen."

Lorn sniles faintly, deciding against arguing. "If we take this Aljak's cotton... |If we take
it, did you arrange for a cart?”

"Sornmet has the next warehouse... he'll let us use his hand cart and charge ne a silver for
storage until | can sell it, if it's |less than a season." Ryalth grins. "The oils... he got a

silver for an eightday. So he'll be happy."

"If the cotton's good."

"Some of it will be good," predicts Ryalth.

The two swing to the | eft and around a two-horse wagon that |unbers uphill. The wagon bed is
covered, as required in Cyad, but the covering does not totally block the acrid odor of dyes
carried in the small deni casks.

"Green dye," Lorn nurnurs.

"You' d think you'd been born a nmerchanter, sonetimes, and then... other tinmes." Ryalth shakes
her head.

"That's why we work together."

Ryalth laughs. "No... we work together because you want to sleep with me, and it's the only way
you think I'Il keep seeing you."

Lorn smles, slightly nore than faintly. "Well... you're still seeing ne, and you have a | ot
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nmore gol ds. "

"Alyet says you'll |eave nme once you become a full Magus."

"More likely that you'll |eave ne," he counters, laughing again. "lI'mtoo young for you. You' ve
told ne that nore than once."

Ryalth turns again, this tinme along the Road of the Second Quay, which is the second street
back fromthe stone piers where the trading vessels tie up

Al t hough the road is spotless, for it could not be otherwise in Cyad, an air of disuse
perneates the road that appears narrower than it is, running as it does between the high and
| argel y wi ndowl ess war ehouses of gray stone. The acrid scent of ancient, chaos-carved stone drifts
up and around Lorn, a scent that he has discovered few others discern

"His place is on the next corner, away fromthe harbor."

"Are any of these used any nore?" Lorn gestures to the warehouse to his right.

"Most of themare enpty. Aljak probably doesn't pay a gold an eight-day to rent the space. It
bel ongs to the Jekseng clan, but they only have two ocean traders and a coaster left." She adds
wyly, "I wish | had just two ocean traders and a coaster left."

"I's that it?" Lorn nods toward the hal f-opened tinbered door framed by weat hered granite that
had faded into a whitened and di ngy gray shade nore attractive fromthe hillside above than from
where he viewed it.

"Yes." Ryal th squares her shoul ders, her hand brushing her belt wallet as she steps toward the
open door.

Lorn follows Ryalth through the opening created by a heavy wooden sliding door being rolled
back perhaps five cubits. He enters the warehouse a step behind her, his posture conveying that he
i s indeed her |ackey-or hired enunmerator. H's chaos senses flick across the racked itens, stopping
for a noment on the barrels of seed oil stacked in a cube to the left of the doorway. He does not
nod, but his eyes sparkle, as he takes in the other itens-a pallet of dark tinbers; five tal
anphorae, one slightly cracked, with darkness seeping fromthe crack; a stack of what appear to be
bal es of wool; another set of nine curved canisters, half again as |large as the anphorae...

"Ah... the lady nmerchanter fromthe House of the Lesser Traders." Aljak steps out of the gl oom
at the rear of the cavernous structure toward the conparatively snall groupings of goods just
beyond t he open warehouse door.

Lorn focuses on the heavy-set but massively broad trader with the oiled curly black hair and
t he bush-1like beard. Heavy bronze bands girdl e overlarge wi sts.

"Trader Aljak." Ryalth inclines her head. "Sornet said you m ght have sonme cotton... sone good
Hanorian cotton.”

"That | do. That | do, lady nmerchanter. Aljak has what others lack." The big trader offers a
rolling belly laugh that echoes fal sely through the big warehouse, then turns and wal ks a good
fifteen cubits before pointing at five bolts of off-white cloth, each hung on a rack above the
stone floor of the warehouse. "Here ye be. Five full-length bolts of Hanorian first rate cotton
thread count guaranteed tighter than sixscore to the span, ready to bl each and dye. Twenty-five
for the lot or seven and a half for each bolt, and | pick the bolts."

Ryalth nods, then noves forward.

Al jak steps back, his eyes flickering toward the darker section of the warehouse to the east.

Lorn sees the other two nmen, nearly as big as the trader, with blades, iron blades, in the
scabbards at their belts. Hs eyes flick back to the barrels of seed oil, then to Ryalth. As
Ryal t h exami nes each bolt of cotton, Lorn studies each with his chaos senses.

After looking at the last bolt, Ryalth straightens and steps toward Lorn.

He steps forward and nurrmurs, "The first two, the ones closest to the door, are garnent class
cotton, close to it. The other three are | eavings or burlap or sonething wapped in the good
cotton."”

"He's asking five golds a bolt, if we take all of them"

"What's a bal e of garnent class run?"

"Bales are for raw cotton. Bolts are finished. | could sell it at ten a bolt to Guvell." She
frowns. "Maybe fifteen if it's really good.™

The two burly nen, each topping Lorn by a head, appear just behind the trader

"What say you, nerchanter?"

"Offer himeight for the first two bolts,"” Lorn suggests, noting the short tinber |eaning
agai nst an enpty rack. He does not let his eyes even register its presence as he bends toward
Ryalth. "Tell himwe'd love to buy his cotton, but that it's far nore than we need."

"We'|| take the first two bolts for eight golds total," Ryalth offers firmy

"Ei ght golds for that which will bring twenty, or perchance thirty. Ah... ny friends... Well...
perhaps you don't wish to buy ny cotton after all. Sooner or later, you will. You nerchanters
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won't have the golds to keep buying shimercloth fromthe Hanorians, not with the barbarians
pushi ng at your borders.” Aljak and the two guards ease forward. Each guard bears a heavy club
besi des the blades in the scabbards. Aljak has a coil of velvet rope in his left hand, and the
teeth that his smle reveals are crooked and yel | ow

Lorn hides a frown, his attention on Ryalth-and the two thugs.

"And | ady merchanter... perhaps you would like to spend sone tine with a real man, not a
girlish enunerator.” Aljak |aughs harshly. "To seal a bargain, shall we say."
"When | tell you, dash toward the oil barrels... all right?" Lorn murrmurs to Ryalth.

"You won't pay ne twenty-five? How about twenty-five just to | eave here?" Aljak |aughs again
and the two guards step away fromhim as if to flank Lorn and Ryalth.

"Now " Lorn says.

As Ryalth bolts for the oil barrels, the student nmagus concentrates- hopi ng he can pull chaos
from enough places-then flings the firebolt into Aljak.

Hsssttt!

"Aeeeeiiii Dung-devil..." Aljak's words are cut off.

The two guards freeze as they see the pillar of fire. Lorn uses the interval to cast two nore
firebolts. Hssst.' Hssst!

The other two figures withe, screaming, nonmentarily, before they topple into charred heaps.

Lorn scans the rest of the warehouse, but the space is enpty, as he expected. Aljak had not
wanted witnesses. So far the student magus cannot sense the unseen presence of soneone scanning
t he warehouse with a chaos gl ass. That is good, since he has used chaos in ways reserved but to

upper -1l evel mages. He w pes his danmp forehead, ignoring the sudden headache. "Ryalth, | need sone
hel p. "
Ryalth's eyes are wide as she steps away fromthe oil barrels. "What... what... did you do?"
"A small firelance, like the enmperor's guards have," Lorn lies. "I'mnot supposed to have one,

and it would be best if you didn't nmention it." He steps toward the small table behind the |ast
stack of goods, nodding as he sees the small chest on the table. Hs fingers and his chaos senses
deftly work a thin stick, and the lock clicks. He opens the chest and nods.

"Who... who would | tell?" asks Ryalth, |ooking over her shoul der toward the door as she
hurries toward the young nmagus.

Lorn picks up a two-cubit length of greenish cloth fromthe sanples on the table. Then, after
pocketing perhaps fifty golds, he waps the small strongbox in the cloth and hands it to Ryalth.
"Here. It's yours."

"What ?" Ryalth steps away, not taking the wapped chest. "Aljak's famly will be | ooking for
anyone with nore golds... they'll knowit's stolen."

"Maybe not." He glances at the three charred figures. "Take it, please.”

"What ?" She reluctantly accepts the cloth-wapped and heavy obl ong.

"Cone on." He tugs her toward the warehouse door, then gestures. "Stand right inside the door.
Be ready to run. Tell ne if anyone's watching."

Ryalth raises her fine reddi sh eyebrows.

"Please." Lorn follows her, but halts a dozen paces beyond the rack oil barrels, his eyes on
the redhead in bl ue.

When she reaches the tinbered door, she glances out, and then back at Lorn. "There's no one
near. Sone people at the cross-street up the way, though. They're conming this way."

"They' re not near now?"

"No. "
Backi ng toward the door where Ryalth waits, Lorn concentrates on summoni ng chaos right into the
m ddl e of one of the center barrels of oil, ignoring the headache that builds even nore.

Wihhooossshhh! The wall of flame is so sudden and nassive that he stunbles out the door
dragging Ryalth with him

Turning toward the figures less than a hundred cubits north, who have already turned toward the
war ehouse, and gesturing toward the blaze, Lorn yells. "Fire! Fire in the warehouse!"

"Fire! Fire!" Ryalth's voice adds to the clanor.

The heads of three others at the corner turn

From a narrow doorway across the road, a tall man runs toward them "It's the clan warehouse!
You! What caused it?"

"Ols, | think. W were tal king about cotton, and all of a sudden there were fl anes
everywhere." Lorn glances at Ryalth. "Excuse ne, ser. | think she's a bit faint."

"Who are you?" demands the trader, studying the two young people in blue. "What clan?"

"I''man enunerator." Another whoosh of flane flares fromthe warehouse, and the nerchanter
| ooks at the flanes, then back at the two. Ryalth |eans, alnost dramatically, on Lorn's shoul der.
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The trader dashes past themtoward the flam ng section of the warehouse, gesturing toward the
three nen who have pil ed out the opposing warehouse as well. "We' ve got to get the water on the
next building. Don't |et another one go."

Lorn takes Ryalth's arm "Let's get out of here. Don't drop that."

They hurry back along the road until they reach the Second Harbor WAy and turn uphill

Ryalth gl ances back toward the increasing pillar of snoke. "Did you have to do that? That coul d
burn a whol e bl ock."

"It won't. The roof's slate, and there's nothing to burn but the oils. Maybe whatever was in
the anmphorae.” Lorn pulls Ryalth to the side of the Way as a the fire brigade wagon careens past.

"Aljak was ready to kill both of us. That's why no one el se was there-except he woul d have spent
| onger with you." He offers a crooked snile as they walk swiftly uphill and then eastward al ong
the Lower Hi Il Road away fromthe warehouses. "Not that | fault his taste."

"You're frightening sonetinmes, Lorn."

"Me? I'mjust a student." He grins disarningly.

"That's hard to believe at tines." Wthout stopping, Ryalth | ooks down at the wapped cloth.
"This is heavy."

"You' ve got your five hundred golds, nore or |ess."

"I can't take all that."

"You have to. | took what | dared. If | had nore, nmy famly would find out in days, if not
sooner . "

At the corner of the Second Harbor WAy and the Road of Benevol ent Conmerce, the unofficial
border to the merchanter quarter, they stop under a tall feathering conifer, shielded from above
by the spreading dark green branches and by the afternoon mst. Lorn is breathing heavily, but the
wor st of his headache has faded. He stands there silently for a nonent, thinking. Abruptly, he
turns to Ryalth. "Do you have any scent? A vial of what you use?"

The redhead frowns. "Wy?"

"Just dab sone on ne."

She funbles in her belt wallet, her armstill around the cloth-covered strongbox. "You know
that the City Watch wouldn't be pleased with this."

"They don't care about scent," Lorn jokes.

"They care about people setting fires," she whispers as she dabs sonme of the scent oil on his
wrist.

"Better fires than outland traders assaulting Cyadoran merchanters,” he counters, adding, "Mre
of the scent.”

"More? What's on you will cover any scent of snoke." Her eyebrows |ift. "You want your famly
to know you' ve been with sonmeone?"

"It's better than having themask what |'ve really been doing," he points out. "Renenber, when

you live in a Magi'i famly, questions are dangerous."
"People say that... is it true?"
"Only a handful of Magi'i can truthread, but the Lectors can, and ny father is a Lector."” Lorn

gestures. "Dab nore on ny skin, ny neck," he suggests, "as nuch as you can spare."

"You already reek." She winkles her nose.

"Fine. Then, they'll all be ready to condem ne."

"And nme," Ryalth points out.

"They don't know you, and they'd have to know your name to ask a decent question.”

She shakes her head, then glances along the road. "I think I"'mglad I'mnot fromthe Magi'i."

Lorn straightens the blue tunic. "You said | could always retreat to ny m ghty house."

"It sounds as bad as an inbred clan house."

"I't's not that bad. My sisters are nice. So are ny parents."

"I"'msure they are.” Ryalth pauses, then adds, "I'll save your share of the coins."

He shakes his head. "They're yours. | took some, but you took nost of the risks," he
exagger at es.

She frowns, but says not hi ng.

"I'"l'l need sone favors before everything's done. Call the coins advance paynent." He sniles
broadl y.

"I can't afford favors that expensive."

"I won't ask for anything that big." He | eans forward and touches the line of her cheek. "Use
themto get yourself free." Then he squeezes her hand and steps from under the conifer, hurrying
uphi l'I.

After a nonment, Ryalth swallows and begins to wal k eastward.

There is no one near the postern gate as Lorn quickly changes into his student whites, |eaving
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the blues and the blue boots in the basket tucked behind the small tree. He readjusts the square
of cloth in his belt wallet to ensure the coins are nmuffled, and then wal ks briskly through the
garden and up the steps.

"You're late, Lorn." His father stands at the top of the steps. "Your nother is worried. It
woul d be kinder if you | et us know when you're going out."

"Yes, ser. I'msorry. | know. | lost track of time. | didn't expect to be so late." Lorn's
statenments are all true, and he makes sure he doesn't | ook anywhere close to the billow ng snoke
that rises to the southwest of them

H s father's nose winkles, and he shakes his head. "That's a nmerchanter scent, isn't it?"

Lorn tries to | ook bew | dered.

"Don't dignify it with a fal sehood, Lorn."

"Yes, ser. | nmean it is. A nmerchanter fragrance."

"Do you know what you're doing? What if... ?" His father doesn't finish the question

"I'"ve been careful about that. There won't be any child,"” Lorn says absolutely truthfully.

"Lorn..." His father shakes his head again. "I trust you have not attenpted a chaos conpul sion
with the girl."

"No, ser. | wouldn't do such with her."

"Chaos conpul sions are odi ous, and over tinme, they weaken those who use them and nake them
susceptible to the conpul sions of others." Kien's voice is stern

"I have not with her, and I will keep your advice, ser."
"Good. Wuld that you will be so anenable to showing greater interest in your studies. If not,
perhaps a tinme in the lancers will settle you down... though this is not the best tine."

Lorn knows he cannot nanifest any greater interest in his studies, although he has cone to
enjoy learning for its own sake, feeling the sense and the power involved in transferring chaos
fromthe tower outlets to the firelances, and in seeing just how nmuch chaos he can press into each
weapon. He also is |less than enthused about the thought that he could be posted to the frontiers
and use a lance or blade in earnest, even if his skills with the blade are anpbng the best anong
the students, including those |ike Dettaur who had been born with a blade in his hand. Using a
bl ade in earnest would definitely increase the odds of an earlier dem se than Lorn would w sh.

"Vernt was right, then... about the barbarians?" he asks his father

"There have been nore attacks than in any tinme in menory-or in the records,”" his father adnmts.
"And they have even used archers in the far northwest." A faint snile appears on Kien'elth's thin
lips. "All the attacks have been repul sed, and nmost of the barbarians killed."

"But they keep attacking?”

"Yes... Enough... we can talk about it at dinner. After you wash off some of that scent. |'l|
tell your nother that you're here."

"Yes, ser." As he hurries toward the wash chanber, Lorn can sense his father's unease, as
though there is far nmore left unsaid. Yet, Lorn does not wi sh to push, not when he has apparently
m sdirected Kien'elth's inquiries about his actions of the afternoon.

VI

The core of a fully functioning tower maintains an isochronic/isotenporal barrier of approxinmately
ni ne hundred nanoseconds. This tenporal "dislocation" effectively provides the points of energy
polarity which generate the raw power fed to the converter system..

The dislocation also provides a barrier against the operating inpingenment of the physi cal
energy transfer/generation/entropy | aws of the spatio-tenporal coordinates of the systens
hereafter described..

This inpingenent effect is illustrated by nore than ten | ocal years of observation. No tower in
whi ch the isochronic/isotenporal barrier has failed [failure being defined as a barrier separation
of less than 150 nanoseconds, with an error margin of three percent] has ever functioned again in
the spatio-tenporal coordinates in which this world is currently situated...

Tower cores have been run continuously without shutdown for the operating life of a Mrror
Ship. The | ongest known continuous operation docunented prior to the space-tine shift
transl ocati ng the col oni zi ng/ pl anof orni ng expedition... was eighty-seven el apsed standard Angl o-
Rati onal i st years.

G ven that a standard storage cell [nodel CD 3A] discharges power at the same anplitude as
before the trans-spatio-tenporal shift, but for nore than quadruple the previous duration, and
that power anplitude requirenents/di scharges from various powered end-use equipnent [i.e., electro
cell carriers, notor/dynanos, |aselectroburst rifles, antipersonnel electrolasers] varies by user
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| ocal e, and even spatio-tenporal planetary |ocales, accurate deternination of tower core life is
unli kel y.

Consequent |y, despite considerable depletion of technical personnel and transport equipnent, in
the interests of pragmati smand nmmintaining a viable colonial structure with the infrastructure
necessary to adapt to the local paranmeters and paradigns, as described in Section IV, the
remai ni ng tower cores have been | ocated in physical circunstances that woul d appear as nost
conduci ve to their continued and uninterrupted operation..

Mai nt enance can be acconplished on the secondary systens [see Section V], as well as the energy
transfer and conversion systens, since these are |ocated outside the core, and the power transfers
are acconplished by field nmanipul ati ons and i npi ngenents. Such nmi ntenance should be held to an
absol ute m ni rum however, since nmacul ar cellul ar degeneration has al ready been observed anbng
personnel w th high exposure within the operating confines of the basic system in contravention
of previously established principles and tol erances. .

Overvi ew
Mai nt enance Manual [ Revi sed]
Cyad, 15 A F.

I X

Lorn grins as he peers into Myryan's chanbers. "How s the studi ous heal er?"

Hi s younger sister |looks up fromthe old and cushi oned maroon arnthair she had cl ai med years
earlier fromthe second-floor sitting roomwhen their parents had considered sending it down to
the first-floor servants' quarters. She has a bl ack | eatherbound book in her |ap, and her green-
trousered |l egs are slung over one armof the chair. She pushes a shock of black and wavy curls
back off her high forehead. "Lorn..." She grins back. "You're full of horse dung. Jerial's the
studi ous healer, and we all know it."

"You' re the natural one, though."” He slips through the door and closes it gently behind him
dropping easily into the straight-backed chair that has been turned out fromthe witing desk. He
ignores the half-witten note on the | eather desk pad.

"What were you doi ng yesterday?"

Lorn shrugs, half-enbarrassedly. "Everyone knows. | was with a girl."

"She wears a nice scent, even if it is a merchanter fragrance. Wio is she?" Myryan offers a
knowi ng sm | e.

"A nmerchanter," he responds.

"She's nore than that," Myryan says. "Are you-"

"Don't ask... please?" Lorn offers a truly enbarrassed smile, hoping his expression displays
enough chagri n.
"I won't... since you asked." Her anber eyes snile with her nmouth. "But only since you asked.

Jerial would have asked anyway. |Is that why you're here?”

Lorn ignores the question and asks Myryan, "You're worried about Cesrt, aren't you? That
father will consort you two?"

"How observant." She shakes her head. "I'mnot nmad at you, Lorn. Father doesn't see it, and
consorting is one thing where what nother thinks doesn't natter."

"Consorting is political." Lorn shrugs again. "W know that. It doesn't matter whether you like
someone. "

"It's unfair.” Myryan al nost pouts, but reins in the expression. "You can have a nerchanter
girl, and all anyone cares about is to make sure there's no child, and you're back in tine for
dinner, and there are a few | aughs about wearing too nmuch scent. Can you inmagi ne what woul d happen
if | arranged a tryst with a handsone nerchanter-or an outland trader?"

"You woul dn't like the outland traders. They do snell, npost of them™
"I's that why... ?" Myryan arches her eyebrows.
Lorn |l aughs, easily and openly. "I don't think so."

"You saved her froma fate worse than deat h?"

"Once or twice," Lorn adnits.

"How can you say that and be telling the truth?" Myryan shakes her head, trying not to |augh
"You' re inpossible."

"What about Ciesrt?" Lorn asks again.

"He's dull as a pillar, and he's not even sweet. People think he's nice because he's quiet.
He's qui et because he's only half alive. He only tal ks about being a nagus."

Lorn nods.
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"Fat her doesn't want to see." She shakes her head and | ooks down.

"I won't promise... but maybe | can do something. Talk to father, or Vernt."

"They won't listen. Ciesrt's going to be a full magus, and no one could be a nore wonderfu
consort than that." Her voice, normally full and warm carries a bitter edge that Lorn hears
sel dom and |i kes not at all

"Talk to nme about healing," Lorn suggests.

"Jerial knows nore."

"I"'mnot interested in knowing. I"'minterested in seeing and feeling," Lorn replies. "Scroll or
book | earning aren't enough.” H's mouth quirks into a self-depreciating smle
"I't"ll be hard for you," Mryan says

"If you say so."

"I mean it. You've been handling chaos."

Lorn raises his eyebrows.

"Don't look at ne like I'mdaft. There's a white shinmrer around you. Father practically gl ows
all the tinme. So does Vernt. You're not so bad."

Lorn nodded. "And there's a bl ackish haze around you and Jerial, but it's stronger around you."

"You can see it?"

"Mre like feel it," he adnits.

"Cood. Vernt can't, you know. He thinks healing is all imaginary because he's order-blind.
Father can't sense it, either, but he knows it works."

"Father is a pragmatist." After a pause, Lorn adds, "About nost things, anyway."

"And there are two kinds of chaos,” Myryan continues, "the deep white-gold kind-1like surrounds
the Quarter of the Magi'i-and the ugly reddi sh white kind, and that's what you feel when a wound
goes bad or soneone |ooks |ike they're going to die. Healing' s not what people think it is,"
Myryan states flatly. "A good heal er can conbine order-that's the black-w th wound chaos, so that
sonmeone can heal, and we can bind things together for a time-"

"But their bodies have to heal by thenselves,” Lorn finishes. Myryan waits.

"How do you bind or wap the order to sonmeone?” he finally inquires. Myryan |laughs. "I asked
Kyrysmal the sane thing. People have chaos and order within them You have to work with that."
" Show ne. "

"Are you sure? They say that the Magi'i shouldn't work with both." Mryan | ooks intently at her
ol der brot her.

"I"mnot going to be a magus,
will help.”

"You're going to give up on magery?" Myryan's eyes flick toward the closed door, as if to nake
sure that Lorn's words do not |eave the room "Wat wll father say?"

"He al ready knows, but he's hoping that it won't cone to that."

"But why? Fat her says you do well at your studies and that no one learns things better than you

Lorn replies. "Before year-end, |I'Il be a lancer, and healing

do."

"l don't |ike being confined between walls of granite. That nuch chaos... presses in on ne."
Lorn shrugs helplessly. "I can't hide that. Lector Hyrist would have thrown ne out a long tinme ago
if father weren't a Lector and if nmy studies weren't so good. The Magi'i want people who eat,

t hi nk, breathe, and sleep chaos transfers and mani pul ati on. Like Vernt... or father."

"Al right." Myryan sighs as she swings her |egs around and stands. "G ve nme your hand. |If you

had a slash there that wasn't healing it would be red and maybe puffy... really, you wouldn't need

heal i ng. You coul d-"

"Cut it open and drain it, and wash it with clear winter brandy or sonmething." Lorn sniles. "I
know." He stands and extends his hand. As she steps closer, he can snell the clean scent of
frysya. "But if | were going to lose it... ?"

"I'd reach out and gather free order... like this."

Lorn's senses follow hers as the unseen but still real darkness forns above his |left hand. He
tries to replicate her order-gathering. After a nonent, a smaller, nore diffuse, block of darkness
appears beside hers.

"Ch... you should have been a healer."

"Men aren't heal ers-not in Cyador," he points out.

"Li ke women aren't Magi'i," she replies.

Near-identical ironic smles appear on each sibling s face.

"How do you bind it or nove it?"

"You take the affinity within your body...."

Lorn's eyes and senses are fully intent, his anber eyes both searching and hard as he
concentrates on his sister's denonstration of order healing.
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X

Two figures stand on the westernnost bal cony of the Palace of Light, enjoying the confortable
breeze that heral ds the begi nning of the cool but noderate winter in Cyad. Below them the green
and white awnings on the snall plaza to the west and north of the harbor piers ripple with a gust
of wind conming off the G eat Wstern Ccean, enough of a gust that the rippling is visible nearly a
kay away on the Pal ace bal cony.

"Sonmeone used chaos to create the fire in the warehouse district,’
t he Maj er - Conmander of Lancers.

"Was there any damage beyond the one warehouse?" inquires Rynst.

"No. The danage was confined to the western end. It had been rented to an outland trader by the
Jekseng clan.”

"Qutsiders, again. Everywhere, fromthe barbarians to the traders, we have difficulties with
outsiders." After a pause, Rynst ventures quietly, "Some had nentioned seed-o0il burning."

"I't was-but you cannot get that heavy oil to burn with a striker-or even a fallen candle or
lamp." Chyenfel snmiles ironically, his sungold eyes flashing.

" Cammabar k?"

"There wasn't any sign of an explosion, and there were bodies and bones there. The dead nen
didn't try to run.”

"The fire was to cover their nurder, then. Anyone inportant?”

The High Lector and First Magus shakes his head. "No. The bodi es seemto be those of the nan
renting the warehouse-a nbst unsavory Hanorian thought to be a snuggler-and his two bodyguards.”

"How unfortunate. How very unfortunate." Rynst lifts his eyebrows. "Then we cannot suspect the
Hand of the Enperor?"

"No... not in a dispute between traders, not unless it is far nore than it seems to be. But
then, you know that." Chyenfel smles lazily. "You would like to know who the Hand is, would you
not ?"

"Many woul d. "

"True," muses Chyenfel. His face hardens. "Perhaps, just perhaps, the nost unfortunate dem se
of this Aljak may put an end to a string of recent disappearances anmong the nerchanters.”

"You do think it was retribution?" Rynst turns so that the afternoon sun falls full on his
back, bright if cold in the green-blue sky, and so that he can watch both the First Magus nore
closely and the harbor.

"It probably was, but we don't know who killed Aljak." Chyenfel offers a theatrical shrug.
"Unhappily, the man cones froma proninent Hanorian trading famly. They have threatened a ten
percent increase in the cost of Hanorian goods... or so Bluoyal tells nme."

"They cannot make that stick, not when the Austrans will bring the same goods for a five
percent increase. Then, the Hanorians, should they Want the trade, would have to go back to the
old prices."

"That is true, and even Bluoyal would agree. Yet... there is one thing."

"Ch?" offers the Majer-Commander warily.

"There was a trace of chaos beneath all the charred goods and ashes."

First Magus Chyenfel says to

"You have assured ne that all your Magi'i would not do such."”

Chyenfel nods. "I have al ready spoken with every magus. All are innocent. None are hiding
anyt hi ng. "

"Does that nean a wild chaos wielder? O that one of your Magi'i can evade the truthreadi ng?"

"Even those few skilled at truthreadi ng cannot evade another's reading. Since no Magi'i are

i nvol ved, it nean the chaos was directed in another fashion. There was no spray. That | could tel
even after the fire, and wild types do not have that kind of control."

"So... a former Magi'i?"

"Those who have such talents are weeded out early-they are dead or in the lancers on the
frontier." Chyenfel fingers his smooth chin. "And we foll ow those who hold chaos with the gl asses
until they can no |longer do so or until they die. None have been detected in Cyad in seasons, if
not years."

"You have the inpossible, then, and that is |less than satisfactory, especially in these tines.

"It could have been a snall firelance-as your guards for the Enperor carry," suggests Chyenfe
al nost idly.

"I would be nost pleased to acconpany you as you question each of them" Rynst smles tightly.

"I thought you would be." Chyenfel returns the snile
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Xl

Two figures in blue sit on a carved wooden bench that overl ooks the harbor of Cyad. Bel ow the | ow
hill, a half-dozen ships are tied at the white piers. Cargo carts roll along the granite wharves,
carts filled with the wool brought from Analeria, cotton from Hanor across the Eastern Ccean, tin
ingots fromAustra, and other goods from wherever the tall-masted ships sail. A single white-
hulled fireship is nobored at the | ancer pier

The redheaded woman shivers in the cool breeze. "Lorn?" Ryalth pauses. "Aren't you col d?"

"Me? No."

"I am" She eases next to him so that their sides touch. "You're warm |ike a banked fire, or
the sun."

"I'"d rather not talk about fires."

"I have a gift for you." Ryalth's voice is soft.

"You don't have to give nme anything," Lorn insists, as he turns. "The coins and the strongbox
are for you. | told you that. Don't spend themon ne."

"It's not that kind of gift. It's sonething |I've had for a long tine."

Lorn raises his eyebrows. "You don't have to do anything like that for nme. You know that."

"I know | don't have to. This is because | want to." Her snmile is warm even as she shivers
agai n.

Lorn grins, and puts an arm around her. "You are cold."

"That helps. You're warm" She pauses, tilting her head and | ooking at himdirectly. "Do you
ever wonder where the Firstborn came fron? What they were |ike?"

Lorn frowns and shrugs. "They canme and used the chaos-towers to create Cyad and Cyador. They
i mprisoned the Accursed Forest and opened the | ands of the east for us. They built the firewagons
and-"

"That's history,” Ryalth interrupts himgently. "W know a | ot about what they did. But all the
books and scrolls talk about is that they came fromthe Rational Stars and what they built once
they canme here. Don't you wonder about then? What kind of people were they?"

"They were people like us." Lorn laughs gently, turns and touches her cheek with his right
hand, then bends forward and brushes her cheek with his Iips.

Ryalth gently di sengages him "Wre they?" H s brow winkles. "First you tal k about a gift, and
now. . ."

"It's all the same thing." She extends a shimering oblong. "It's here.”

"What is it?"

"It's an old, old book. My nother's nother had it. No one knew she did. Father said no one
could make anything like that then, or, | suppose, today. He told me to keep it. Never to sell it,

no matter what | was offered.”
Lorn | ooks into her deep blue eyes. "Don't give it to me, then. It's yours."

"Then you'll have to keep it for ne," she says.
"I couldn't do anything like that..."
"Open it to where the leather marker is. | want you to read nme the words there." Ryalth forces

the thin volunme into his hands.

Lorn takes the book, its cover as unnarked and as smooth as if it had been created in his
fingers at that very nmonent. He turns it sideways, seeing the light flare across the silvered
green binding fabric as the winter sun's rays strike it.

"Open it," Ryalth insists.

He slides open the book, his fingers alnbst slipping on the pages that are nore |ike
shi mercl ot h than paper or parchnent, a surface so snmooth it makes shi mercl oth rough by
conmparison. The letters are clear, but somehow slightly nore tilted and angular than Lorn is used
to readi ng.

"That one." The redhead points.

Lorn's eyes go to the title. He reads it... and conti nues.

SHOULD | RECALL THE RATI ONAL STARS

There | had a tower for the skies,
where the roonms were clear,

and the nusic filled the walls.
The light clothed the halls,

and the days were | ong.
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The ni ghts were song.

Should | recall the Rational Stars?

O hold my ruin on this hil

where newraised walls are still,

Perfect granite set jagged on the dawn,

with striped awni ngs spread across the | awn.

Then, gold was known as gol d,

and | ong slow stories could be told.
White flowers filled the darkest room
flowers that never |ost their bl oom

Should | recall the Rational Stars?

And should | raise anew

ol d chaos-towers in the darkest wood,

| eavi ng not hi ng where the forest stood,
turning the dark of day to sunlit pride,

to see frail w ndows throw the rai nbow w de,
wi th passages and courts in bl oom

and white flowers in the darkest roon?

Should | recall the Rational Stars?

I had a tower once, across heavens from here,
wi th al abaster edges and silver dones.

Rai sed above the fields and hones,

it flagged nmy fires, flew ny fear.

Oh... take these new | ake isles and green green seas;
t ake these sylvan ponds and soaring trees;

take these desert dunes and sunswept sands,

and pour themthrough your enpty hands.

Lorn swal | ows, despite his resolve not to show any expression

"It's sad, isn't it?"

He shakes his head. "I don't know. "

"You do know, " she insists.

"Way... why did you bring this?"

"Because it's yours now. Because | want you to keep it and read every poemin it."

"It's yours," he insists once nore.

"You have to keep it and read fromit. At |least every few days. Prom se ne."

"I promise." Lorn nods slowy. "You don't sound |like a merchanter |ady now. "

"Do you think that we're all just one thing? That | can only be a hard trader |ady? That you
can only be a | ogical nmagus?"

"You have to concentrate to be good."

"You... we... have sone tine for other things.
too. "

He | ooks down at the book, nock-mournfully. "Are you maki ng ne choose?"

"Silly man! W have tinme for both."

Lorn | ooks at the green-silvered cover, so fresh, and so spotless, and so ancient, and he
wonder s.

She grins. "Qher things besides naking |ove,

X

Wearing the nerchanter shinmrercl oth blues and bl ue boots, Lorn wal ks hurriedly al ong the Road of
Benevol ent Commerce. His destination is the building that serves the O anless Traders, the

structure in which Ryalth has opened a very small office, mainly, he suspects, to legitinize her
status as a worman free trader. He hurries because he has seen his father wal king up the steps to
Lector Chyenfel's study in the Quarter of the Magi'i. That had happened in nidafternoon, as Lorn

had passed along the | ower Tower corridor-and Lorn had known at that nonent that he was now headed

for | ancer training.
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There m ght have been another reason for Chyenfel to summon Lorn's father, but Lorn strongly
doubts it, and that neans he has little enough time before he is sent off for |ancer training. Far
too little time for what needs to be done, because he has no doubts that once the Lectors know he
has been notified, he will be well watched until he is out of Cyad, and probably far |onger than
that. He hopes the summons cones for his studies, and not because of anything el se-such as the
chaos compul sion he used on Halthor... but no one has said anything, and Ryalth has only nentioned
the trader's death as an acci dent.

The absolute certainty in his father's voice was nore than enough to di scourage Lorn, for about
magely matters, he knows his father is always correct. He pushes away those thoughts as he
casual ly studies the street he travels.

No one he knows-or who knows hi m| ooks out fromthe Enpty Quarter as he passes the coffee
house, but the awning that shields the vacant outside tables is furled, and any patrons are wel |l
i nside and out of the w nd.

The air holds an icy chill, despite the bright winter sunlight, and the salt air bites at his
exposed face and neck and hands.

He stops and waits on the edge of Third Harbor Way West as a white-lacquered encl osed carri age,
drawn by a nmatched pair of white nmares, whispers past him A gust of wind brings a hint of warnmth
and the snell of fresh-baked bread, followed by the tiniest hint of erhenflower scent, possibly
fromthe woman seated in the shielded carriage

Two | ancer rankers stand on the far corner, their eyes follow ng the carriage, and Lorn cannot
hel p but smle at their all too obvious interest. Then, will he end up standing on a corner in
some out-of-the-way town |ike Syadtar? O one of the towns bordering the Accursed Forest-Iike
Geliendra or Jakaafra?

Lorn shakes his head, then crosses the Way and takes the white stone sidewal k on the far side
down the gentle slope of the Third Harbor Way to the | ower plaza-the nmerchanters' plaza. Even in
the late afternoon chill, a handful of the green and white striped awnings remain up over a few
carts. Lorn nmakes his way around the carts toward the squat white structure in the northwest
corner of the plaza, his boots nearly silent on the hard white pavi ng stones.

Once he has stepped through the squared open archway of the Clan-less Traders' building and is
out of the wind, Lorn can feel his face begin to thaw. Despite the near-abandoned | ook of the
pl aza fromoutside, within the building is filled with figures in blue, as well as some in red, or
green, or white. None seemto mark the passage of the enunerator Lorn enul ates, at |east not
beyond an occasional frown, as he takes the wide central stairs at the back of the covered centra
hall flanked by bal conies that rises all three stories.

Ryalth's trading place is little nore than a cubby with two doors swung w de at the back of the
third level, so far into the northeast corner that only the balcony railings can be seen from her
doors. The redhead sits behind a true desk with drawers, an antique of battered and ti nme-darkened
white oak, witing in what appears to be a | edger

As Lorn steps through the open doors, he clears his throat, and with a hint of a smle, asks,
"Lady Trader?"

"Yes?" Ryalth | ooks up and her nmouth opens, then cl oses.

Lorn steps forward until his trousers brush the edge of the desk. "I wi shed to see you, honored
trader." His snmile is both tentative and guil el ess.

"You shouldn't be here-not at this tine of day. Enunerators' tines are either first thing in
the nmorning or close to the close,” Ryalth murmurs, then adds nore loudly, "I would that you had
come at a nore appropriate tinme, young ser."

"I won't be able to do that," Lorn whispers. "I'll be |eaving Cyad tonorrow or the next day,
fromwhat |'ve overheard, and there's nothing | can do about it, and | couldn't have cone to see
you once they told me." He cocks his head inquisitively, and says in a normal voice. "I apol ogize,
honored trader, but |I was nearby, and thought | would not be presuming too nmuch. | do apol ogi ze. "

"You' re | eaving-Like that?" she nurnurs. "Wy?"

"Because |'mnot a dedi cated enough believer for the senior Magi'i, and |I'meither |eaving, or
I'"lI'l be found dead in a chaos transfer accident." His voice is low "I care for you... and
wanted to let you know. If | wait until it's official, then | couldn't tell you." Ryalth shakes
her head ruefully.

He slips a purse into her hand. "Business. |'ll be back, one way or another, and | coul dn't
take these. | wouldn't have them wi thout you. Use themas you can." He offers a warmsnile

"A purse? Like that, and you expect nme to wait for you? As if | were bought and paid for
like... cotton?"

"No." Lorn neets her eyes. "I care for you, well beyond our shared interests." He swallows and
shrugs. "I can't ask you rmuch... not with what's happening. But if you'd wait... at least a bit."
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"I'd have to. Then... we'll see."” Ryalth laughs softly, not quite bitterly. "But you have to
take the book and read it... all of it."

"You' re sure? | could be gone for years."

"Then... it's even nore inportant. Read it." Her words are half choked, half hissed. "I wll."

"Prom se?"

"Prom se." He reaches out and squeezes her hand, then lets his hand fall away as he hears
footsteps in the open arched corridor

"I appreciate your interest, but there won't be anything where | can use you for at | east
anot her eightday," Ryalth says firmy, although her eyes are bright.

"I see. | will check with you then."
"During enunerators' tines, if you would,"” Ryalth adds. Lorn can see the brightness in her
eyes, and feels the same in his own. He swallows. "Yes... Lady Trader."

Then he turns, letting his shoul ders droop, a gesture not totally of pretense, and wal ks
dejectedly down the corridor toward the plaza overl ooking the white harbor.

As he | eaves the plaza, he can feel the chill of his father's chaos glass surveying him but he
has al ready done what nust be done, and he doubts that Kien'elth will pry further. He hopes for
that, at |east.

X1

Even the Enperors of the Land of Eternal Light enbody the el enents of paradox that infuse and
suf fuse Cyador.. ..
Most paradoxical is the treatment of the menory of the Enperor Alyiakal. Despite his many
successes in establishing the current borders of nodern Cyador, and his formalization of the
bal anced power structure that has come to govern Cyador, he has becone the "One Never to be
Ment i oned" among the Magi'i and Mrror Lancers of Cyad. The Magi'i wi sh to forget himbecause he
was a stronger magus than the First Magus and turned his back on what he saw as the ever-narrow ng
traditions and inbreeding of the Magi'i, then becane a Mrror Lancer officer who used his magely
abilities to lead the northern Mrror Lancers in the devastation of Cerlyn and the establishnent
of the northeastern cuprite mnes. By doing so, he assured peace with the northern barbarians for
nore than a generation, and a continued supply of cuprite ore for the continued fornul ati on of
cupridium Wen he used those sane | ancers to becone Enperor, he insisted that the chaos energies
be diverted fromnere experinentation to power chaos-cells for stonecutting and thus the buil ding
of the Great H ghways of Cyador, the conpletion of the Palace of Eternal Light and the
strengt hening and | engthening of the Geat Canal.... Yet for all this, for which he and his nenory
shoul d be revered, the paradox is that he remains the nagus of whomthe Magi'i will never speak
The Mrror Lancers avoid his nane because it remnds themall too clearly of their deficiencies
in arns and other skills and because his success continues to inply that nmerely being a Mrror

Lancer is less than sufficient to be a successful or great holder of the Malachite Throne.... The
sinmple fact that no Lancer conmander has since nmatched his feats nakes the conpari son even nore
odi ous... and, again, the paradox is nmaintained: the greatest Mrror Lancer officer in the history

of Cyador is the |east known as such
Even the nmerchanters dislike the image of Alyiakal, for they have none of the talents that he

enbodi ed, and, therefore, they cannot aspire to place one of their own, truly their own, upon the
Mal achite Throne, yet it was largely the result of his policies as Enmperor through which they cane
to prosper....

Par adox of Empire

Bern' el th, Magus First

Cyad, 157 A F.

XV

Lorn wal ks slowy along the covered upper portico of the dwelling, trying to ignore both his faint
headache and the patter and splatting the sudden winter rain, such a change fromthe frost of the
day before or even fromthe dryness of the afternoon. H s head seens to pulse with the hissing of
the rain and the dripping of the larger droplets that have rolled off the tile roof and fall onto
the edge of the wal ks and the walls.

He finally stops outside the open door to his father's study, waiting for a nonent, as if to
see whether his sire will notice. Wen there is no response or invitation, Lorn steps into the
study. "You sumoned ne, ser?"
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In the stormdi mgloom lightened by the oil |anps at each end of the pale oak desk-table,
Kien'elth | ooks up fromthe scroll he peruses. "Sit down, Lorn." The silver-haired nagus sets the
scroll aside. The crossed lightning bolts on his tunic radiate a faint golden light of their own.

Al t hough the silver-nmantel ed | anps cast an even gl ow across the room suffusing with a warm
Iight the bl ond wooden wall panels and the dark anber |eather of the volunes set in the bookcase
built into the wall beside the desk, the roomis chill. Lorn lowers himself into the hard seat of
the single arm ess and straight-backed wooden chair. He faces his father and waits.

"I have been talking to Lector Hyrist'elth and Lector Chyenfel'elth...." Kien'elth's fine
eyebrows |ift as if asking for Lorn's response. "Yes, ser."

"They have noted that while your know edge and schol arship remai n outstandi ng, you do not
mani fest the |ove of the Magi'i and our works that are necessary for true success as a magus."
Kien'elth studies his son. "W have discussed this before, Lorn, and | had hoped you woul d change
your approach to your studies and to the senior Lectors."

"Ser.... | have learned a great deal, and even the Lectors have indicated that ny studi es have
been superior.” Lorn lets a puzzl ed expression cross his face. "Have | not been diligent and
ent husiastic in ny studies?"

"Mere excellence in studies is not enough for a nmagus, Lorn. Enthusiasmfor studies alone is
not sufficient, either. One nust always carry the awareness that the Magi'i are what distinguishes
Cyador fromthe barbarians or the Hanorians-and what distingui shed the Rational Stars fromthe
bl ack angels. Wthout the understanding of chaos as the font of life and the core of prosperity, a
flane lance is little nore than a brighter, sharper barbarian blade. A firewagon is little nore
than a nore powerful eight-horse team"”

"I have al ways understood and accepted that, Father," Lorn says truthfully.

"Yes... you have. But you have not understood that there is a greater good beyond persona
acconpl i shnents." The ol der man offers a rueful smle. "Nor do you understand with your heart that
golds are nere counters in child s gane, or that all Cyador rests on how the Magi'i bal ance chaos

and the black order."

Lorn represses a frown. Wile his studies and his practical work as an advanced student nagus
have touched upon the bal ancing of chaos with the cold and deadly nature of order, this is the
first time his father has directly nentioned such bal anci ng-or even suggested that he has observed
Lorn's cl andesti ne nerchanting ventures.

"I have prevailed upon ny friendship with Captai n-Commander Luss'alt to have you accepted as a
probationary officer trainee. Luss'alt is in charge of the Mrror Lancer operations throughout all
Cyador, under Mj er-Commander Rynst'alt. You also know, | amcertain, that |ancer training is well
away from Cyad." Kien'elth pauses.

Lorn considers both the words and the pause. Knowing that his father is a closer acquaintance
of Rynst'alt than would be normal fromtheir relative positions within the Quarter of the Magi'i
Lorn al so understands that there is nmuch he does not understand, except that his father thinks it
is inmportant that Lorn know a favor has been called in, and that Rynst'alt has not been invol ved
"Yes, ser."

"Hi gh Lector Chyenfel'elth and Lector Hyrist'elth are nost inpressed with your talent, but not
your attitude." The ol der nan gestures as if to wave off any objection Lorn may raise. "Yes, you
are nost respectful. Yes, you learn everything before you, and nore. Yes, you have greater mastery
of chaos forces than any other student magus and probably a mastery greater than nost of the
fourth | evel adepts, and even some third level Magi'i. And you have greater potential than that,
even if you receive no nore training. However..." Kien' elth draws out the word. "Now is not the
best of tines for a talented magus to nanifest |ess than perfect adul ation.”

"So Vernt is safe, then?" inquires Lorn, understanding his own danger, if not precisely all the
possi ble forms that danger could lead to were he to remain a student and becone a full magus. |f
he were allowed that far. Then he realizes what else his father has said and nods.

"He is safe. He does not have either excessive talent or excessive skepticism and he will

| earn nore, because he is patient, if not so precociously brilliant as his elder brother."

"I's this because the towers are failing?"

Kien'elth raises his eyebrows. "l should have guessed that you would puzzle that out." He
pauses, steepling his fingers together. "It would not be wise for ne, or for you, to discuss this

farther. So let us talk of other matters. You may recall that the barbarian attacks are

i ncreasing, and increased attacks require greater chaos transfers for firewagons and fire-|ances.

A greater nunber of firelances nmust be charged and transported north and west. Likew se, nore

| ancers nust be raised and trained, and nore cupridi um bl ades nust be forged."” Kien'elth smles,

but his gol den eyes remain concerned, and their expression does not match that upon his nouth.
Lorn understands. Hi s father-all the Magi'i-live and work where the truth, or fal sehood, of
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every word they utter can be sensed and used in one fashion or another-at |east by the nost
talented of the Magi'i. That understandi ng breeds caution even in settings that others m ght
consi der safe from scrutiny.

"The need for nore | ancers neans a need for nore junior officers, and that affords you an
opportunity.” This tine, his father's smile is nore conplete. "Although Luss'alt and | do not,
shall we say, see exactly eye to eye, he needs nore capable junior officers, and he has heard of
your skills with a blade. He has not heard of where you have been... such as this afternoon.
woul d not repeat such a visitation as that before you | eave Cyad, no matter what her charns nmay
be. "

"Yes, ser. Thank you. Very much. | will do ny best."

"I"'msure you will. And in the Mrror Lancers, success is neasured nore by ability than by
attitude." Kien'elth laughs. "Not totally... but nore."

"I understand." Lorn also understands the warning. The Mrror Lancers are no different fromthe

Magi'i, except that nmost Lancer officers cannot truthread, and therefore nust judge nore by
actions than by hidden intent reveal ed by truthreading.

"You will leave for Kynstaar tonmorrow. There will be a firewagon departing fromthe school. You
wi Il doubtless face sone difficulties, there, but... you have surnmounted such before, and | have
every confidence that you will again."

"Yes, ser." Lorn nods.

Kien"elth stands slowy. "I wish..." He shrugs apol ogetically.

Lorn al so stands. "I know, ser. It's not your doing."

"I can still wish, ny son."

Lorn lowers his head for a noment.

After he | eaves the study, Lorn walks slowy along the covered portico of the upper |evel of
t he house, pausing to | ook southward through the rain that is beginning to taper off toward the
gray storny waters of the harbor, waters nore often than not usually an intense blue, with the
intensity of the water's color underscored by the white sunstone piers. Today, the piers are gray,
like the sky and the water.

Then he descends one |l evel and slips toward the rear of the dwelling. There, he pauses before
the cl osed door of his ol der sister's chanbers.

"You can cone in, Lorn," Jerial calls.

He opens the heavy oak door, slowy, and closes it behind him

As usual, Jerial wears a formfitting tunic-this one of a silky black that shows her petite but
wel | -endowed figure. She stands beside a polished white oak table desk that is al nbst enpty, and
her eyes are intent as she studies Lorn. Beyond the narrow archway, Lorn sees the bed chanber,
with the dark blue coverlet set neatly on the narrow bed, and the tables as neat as the sitting
room where they stand.

"Di ce?" Lorn looks at the six white cubes on his sister's table. "I suppose there's the uniform
of a beardless junior lancer in your wardrobe?"

"No." Jerial smiles back. "That of a young nerchanter, a spoiled youth who has nore coins than
sense. Sonmeone who | oses nost of the tinme, but loses little, and wins seldom but well. Not, shal
we say, a scholarly enunerator."

Lorn | ooks fromthe dice to the wardrobe and then back to the dice.

"Why not ?" asks Jerial. "I can be a healer, or a brood mare. Neither will gain ne golds nor
i ndependence. "

"You have the golds invested in the Exchange?" Lorn raises his eyebrows.

"No. The Bank of the C anless Traders. There's no interest, but far fewer questions."

"Sonet hing |ike Jeron' ner?"

"You m ght say so," Jerial replies, "but |I'd appreciate your not asking."

"In case you're forced into being a brood mare? So | can't reveal anything to father?"

Jerial nods, then smiles wyly. "I like Cyad, Lorn, but not enough to consort with someone
detest. So far, |I've nmanaged to steer father away from people like Cesrt...."

"I see." His sister's words rem nd Lorn-again-that he has yet to do anything about the
i mpendi ng consorting of Myryan to Ciesrt. H's eyes light on Jerial's face, taking in the
determ ned and set chin, the hard and piercing blue eyes. "Wiat's Ci esrt's weakness?" Jeri al
shrugs. "He has no strengths." Lorn nods. "And no principles, except self-interest."

"You, ny brother, do well enough to conceal such." Jerial's eyebrows both arch

"Maybe |'mlike him then."

"No one would ever say that, even Dettaur, and he detests you. He thinks you' re the one who
broke his fingers years ago."

"That could be a problemin time to cone. |'mleaving for Kynstaar in the norning," Lorn says
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quietly.

"I's that why you're here?"

"l thought you'd like to know.'
a coffee house.

"At |east you can be an officer, and Dettaur won't be that senior to you."

"I'f I don't get thrown froma nmount or 'accidentally' incinerated by a firelance, you nean?"
Lorn's laugh is half humorous, half deprecating. "I have sonme chance of surviving there."”

"You have no illusions, brother dear?" Jerial's |laugh is sonehow both ironic and supportive.
"That will doubtless help."

"I wanted to tal k about healing,

Jerial nods. "You would."

"I've seen you and Myryan do it. There's a black mist that enfolds you-is that why you like
bl ack?"

"Bl ack has its uses, one of which is illusion."

"Ciesrt wouldn't |ike black," Lorn notes. "About the healing?"

"I think of it alnmpbst as an order of sorts. It's the opposite of the surging power of chaos,
and there really are two kinds of chaos, the unclean kind in a wound and the kind in the towers
and the power cells of the firewagons-"

"You' ve never been near a tower," Lorn says.

"I don't have to be. Father has been clear that the chaos that powers the firewagons is the
same as the chaos that cone fromthe towers. You ve all tal ked about how the Magi'i transfer that
chaos into the firewagons, and |I've certainly been close enough to firewagons to sense the
di fference. "

"And you've | ooked with all your senses. Modst healers don't."

"Except healers raised in this house," counters Jerial

"That's true enough."” He gl ances fromJerial to the dice, and then back to her fine-featured
face, a visage that, for all its beauty, m ght have been carved from sunstone or granite.

"What do you want to do with what | show you?" Jerial asks.

Lorn offers a lazy smle, hoping he will not have to respond verbally.

"Brother dear... you're sweet when you want to be, but you use everyone and everything." Her
hard snile softens. "Sonetines."

"I"'ve tried not to hurt either of you."

"You' ve |l earned to use people, including us, without hurting them but it's still use, Lorn
Renenber when you gave both Myryan and ne those chaos-cut eneralds set in cupridium?™

"Yes," Lorn admits warily.

"You never told nother and father, did you?"

"No. "

"But they knew all the sane.

"l suppose so."

"How woul d either of us wear sonething that costly w thout nother or father asking?" She
| aughs. "That way, you created the inpression of nbdesty and caring." A shrug follows. "I know you
care, but you also wanted themto know you cared, and you inpressed themall the nore by doing it
quietly." A crooked snile follows. "And... they couldn't ask you how you nanaged to cone up with
all those golds."

Lorn flushes.

"How did you? Ganbling... or theft?"

Lorn steels hinself, then shrugs reluctantly. "Neither. Trade. You know that. That's why you
tal ked about enumerators.”

"You aren't allowed handle coins, and the Lectors-oh... who is it? Wiat woman, | should ask. It
woul d have to be a merchanter woman." Abruptly, she laughs. "The scent! O course." Jerial shakes
her head. "So much scent that we all thought..."

He grins insouciantly, as if he were on the korfal field or in

he says.

Jerial smles as if the answer were obvious.

"l don't believe you ve nmet her," Lorn says quietly. "I've known her for over a year. Over
two," he corrects hinself.

"Do you... | won't ask that."

"Thank you."

"You must want to know about healing badly... or you wouldn't have given away so nuch. You
can't use it on yourself, you know? Except to keep flux-chaos out, if you have the strength.”

"I know. "

"Very astute."” Jerial nods. "I'll show you sone nore." She smles. "Myryan told ne what she

showed you."
"A man has no secrets...

he protests.
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"From his sisters?" She laughs warmy. "Not too many, but you hold nore than nost men."
Lorn sincerely hopes so. Mst sincerely.

XV

Lorn stands beside the i mrmacul ate white oak desk-table in his own chanbers, glancing out through
the glass wi ndow at the cold mst that has replaced the earlier rain. He will be leaving in the
morni ng for Kynstaar, and his promse to Myryan remains unfulfilled. He purses his |ips as he

| ooks toward the rain he does not see.

The problemwith Cesrt is not the student magus hinself, who is about to becone a fourth |eve
adept, but his sire, Kharl'elth, the Second Magus and Seni or Lector. Consorting Myryan to Ciesrt
i s advantageous to both fanilies. The talent for handling chaos runs strongly in Kien'elth's
children, even in Vernt, if slightly less powerfully, and any children that Myryan mi ght bear wll
have a far better chance of holding the talent than those of anyone else that C esrt mght take as
consort. The alliance will also benefit Vernt, and both parents-even Lorn. The one person it wll
not benefit is the sensitive Myryan.

Lorn frowns. Wth the little time he has renmaining, so far as he can deternmne, he has limted
choices. To renove Ciesrt's father or to persuade his own father to act otherwi se. Can he justify
nmurdering a man because his sister Myryan is unhappy with her proposed consort? Yet Lorn has
promi sed to do sonet hing.

He has to do sormet hi ng.

For a few nonments nore, he watches the nisting rain. Then he turns quickly and wal ks out of his
chamber, |eaving the door open. He nmakes his way up the stone steps to the uppernost |evel of the
house, pausing briefly in the open air of the covered portico to | ook through the late twilight
toward the harbor, nostly obscured in nist and rain, with the evening beacons not yet lit for |ate-
arriving ships.

Finally he approaches the study door, closed-and knocks. The brief chill that is in the mnd
and that betokens screeing crosses him

"You can cone in, Lorn."

Lorn steps into the warnth of the study and cl oses the white oak door behind him Hi s father
| ooks up from behind the wi de desk, but does not stand. The two | ook at each other for a tine.

Lorn waits, the bare hint of a smle on his |lips, an expression that is one of his npbst sonber.

"It's too late for |ast chances, you know," Kien'elth says nmldly. "I warned you for al nbst two
years about your |ack of enthusiasm”

"I know. You did what you could. That wasn't why | wanted to talk to you. It's nothing about
ne. "

Kien"elth raises his fine white eyebrows, then fingers his chin. "Lorn, pardon nme if | appear
somewhat ... skeptical... but many of your exploits have not exactly borne the stanp of altruism
felt your nercantile ventures were, shall we say, useful for your education and understandi ng of
how Cyad operates, and you did maintain yourself with a certain dignity and were not involved in
anything too sordid." The older nan clears his throat. "What did you have in m nd?"

"I'"'mworried about Myryan, ser." Lorn wasn't sure how el se he could put it. "She's nore
sensitive than nost people realize. That's why she's a good heal er, of course."

"You don't think she should be a heal er?"

"She should be a healer. I'mnot sure she should be a consort,"
agai nst el aborating i nmedi ately.

"Lorn..." Kien'elth draws out his son's nane, as he always has when he di sagrees with Lorn-or
anyone el se.

Lorn steels hinself to wait, knowing that his father always draws things out to nake an
adversary nore unconfortable and to force revel ation or haste.

Kien"elth | ooks directly at his son, as if to press for nore explanation. Lorn resists the
i npul se and continues to wait.

A wy smle crosses Kien'elth's face, and he finally speaks. "Your nother was a npbst sensitive
heal er, but she has nmanaged to be both consort and healer."

"Yes, ser." Lorn nods. "But rmuch of her ability to be both has rested upon you, ser

Kien'elth laughs. "You'd use ny own vanity against nme, Lorn. O anything el se, | suppose.”

"Vanity or not, ser, it's true."

"I can tell you believe that-nostly." Kien'elth leans back slightly in his chair and steeples
his fingers, not |ooking quite directly at his son

Lorn waits, noting absently that the pattering of the rain on the roof has returned. O perhaps

Lorn says slowy, deciding
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the pattering is sleet, since the sound is harder than that of rain droplets. He cannot tell,
because both wi ndows are shuttered.

"Tell me. Lorn... are you opposed to Myryan's becom ng a consort of Ciesrt-or of anyone?"
Lorn offers a frown. "I think that Myryan is not ready to be consorted to anyone. | also think
that being consorted to soneone |ike Ciesrt would harmher. | don't think she could continue her

best as a healer, and..." He shrugs in trying to convey w thout saying exactly those words that
being a consort night have extrenely detrinental consequences for his younger sister.

"No one is ready for being consorted. | wasn't; your nother wasn't; you won't be; and Myryan's
no exception.” Kien'elth's words carry a sense of finality, as if the argunment is over

"Myryan's different." Loin's tone is stronger than he intended.

"You believe that. You really do." Kien'elth shakes his head, and his sun-gold eyes sonehow
darken. "All you young people think that you're different, that we were never young, not the way
you are, that we never felt what you feel, that we can't possibly understand what you're going

through."” Kien'elth snorts. "I'd wager that every generation has felt that way about its parents.”
"I"mnot suggesting that, ser. Not at all. |I'msuggesting that, out of the four of us, Mryan
is different. Jerial will handle anything that cones to her, and so will Vernt. | hope that | can.

At the very least, Myryan needs nore tine to |l earn who she is. And she needs a consort who is as
consi derate as you have been to nother." Lorn fears he has said too nuch, but what he has already
said has nmade little inpression

The pattering on the roof rises to a violent drunming, then abruptly dies away, and a gust of
cold air sweeps into the roomthrough the closed shutters, indicating that perhaps one of the
Wi ndows is not conpletely tight.

"You woul d judge such?"

"No, ser. | would offer ny thoughts and ny understandings to you. | offer themin part because
I will not be here after tonorrow, and | do fear for and care for ny sister. Were | not | eaving,
woul d not speak."

"Such caring does you credit, Lorn, but do you not think that | also care for the well-being of
my daughter? Do you not think that | see her sensitivity? That | wish to see her protected in
tinmes that are likely to be turbulent and changi ng? That | can only offer her that protection
through a consort who is strong and well -pl aced?"

Lorn al nost responds, then checks his tongue, and nods. "I have never questioned your concerns
for us. O your efforts to help us as you can. Any decision about consorting Myryan will be yours,
and | know you | ove her dearly. So do I. | would only see the best for her, ser, and | have
offered nmy concerns to you, knowing you will do as you mnust."

Kien'elth shakes his head slowy. "Still... you surprise nme, Lorn. There are tinmes when
wonder if you were ever a child."

Again, Lorn waits for his father to continue

"You remind ne nore of Toziel'elth' alt'mer than anyone in our famly, with layers upon |ayers

hi dden behi nd your eyes." Kien'elth straightens. "I hope so, because you will need all that
devi ous honesty, and nore, in the years ahead. Now... | will think upon what you have said. That
isall I will promse."

Lorn bows his head. "Thank you, ser."

"If that is all... ?" Kien'elth rises.

"That's all, ser. Thank you for hearing ne."

"I"d be a poor father if | didn't listen, Lorn." Kien'elth clears his throat again before he
adds. "1'Il think about your words, but we don't always have the choices others think we do. Try

to renenber that."

"Yes, ser." Lorn bows again before he | eaves the study.

Qut si de, he looks out through the darkness, seeing the fragnents of white on the neighboring
roofs, white tatters that are all that remain of the brief hail that has pelted Cyad. N ght has
replaced twilight, and the harbor is marked only by the pier beacons, while the Pal ace of Light
beans through the m st that enshrouds Cyad.

Lorn wal ks down the steps and then enters his own room

Myryan sits at the straight chair turned away from his desk.

"Myryan..."

"You were talking to father about nme, weren't you?" She stands quickly to face him

"Weren't you?"

"Yes."

A faint smle crosses her face, and she hal f-consciously pushes back strands of curly bl ack
hair. "You upset him | could feel it. He upset you, didn't he?"

"Sone. | don't think he understands, and... that bothers ne."
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Abruptly, she lurches forward and hugs himtightly. "Thank you don't know if... but... thank
you. "
As he holds Myryan, Lorn's eyes burn, for he fears that his effort may have been too little.

XVI

In the chilly nmidday light, Lorn stands by the sunstone bench beside the main entrance to the
Quarter of the Magi'i. Beside the bench is a single canvas bag, containing snallclothes,
toiletries, and a few small personal itens, including, buried deeply, Ryalth's ancient book, the
book he has promi sed to read and has not-yet.

Behind him the squared arches of the entrance glitter in the sun. The light reflecting off the
chaos-altered sunstone shifts nmonent to nmonent even though the sky is clear and cloudl ess, al
traces of the rain and hail of the day before gone, except for hints of danpness on the stones
where the sun has not struck.

As he waits, Lorn turns and studies the square arch that | eads into the center building, a
structure seenmingly of snooth stone and tinted wi ndows. The arch itself bears no decorations, no
carved figures, no enbellishnments. Then there are few enbellishnments and only scattered statuary
t hroughout Cyad. The City of Light is its own art, Lorn reflects as he notes that the only breaks
in the seanl ess stone are the words across the center of the arch itself.

"Chaos is the heart of life; the Magi'i serve life and chaos." He murrmurs the words to hinself.
Is that why he will never be a magus, because he cannot bend hinself to serve? O serve blindly?
He frowns, but the frown vani shes as he turns toward the sound of heavy footsteps.

Ciesrt, nearly as lanky as Lorn's brother Vernt, but nore broad-shoul dered and far heavi er on
his feet, lunbers awkwardly toward Lorn. "G eetings," Lorn offers.

"So... you're going to be a lancer?" G esrt half-smiles, but the snmile conceal s nervousness.

"I"mbeing sent for lancer training. If |I becone a | ancer officer depends on how | do." Lorn
follows the words with a rueful smle.

Ciesrt nods, thoughtfully. "I suppose it doesn't matter how good we are, but only how well our
efforts are seen by those above us."

Lorn conceal s another frown. He hadn't expected sonething |ike that from C esrt. "Soneone has
to decide."

"You al ways wanted to be the one, Lorn," Ciesrt adds quietly. "You're pretty good at concealing
it, but... not good enough for the Magi'i. Maybe you'll do better with the lancers.” G esrt's
muddy-green eyes fix on Lorn. "Sometines, it's better to go with the chaos flow on nore than the
surface. "

Lorn nods, waiting.

"CGood luck." Ciesrt offers a half-smle, then turns. "Thank you." Lorn watches the |anky
student magus for a nonment, wondering if he had indeed made a nistake in not trying to deal with
Ciesrt's father. Yet... all he had to go on were his feelings, and he didn't think nurder should
be based on feelings alone. Should it?

He turns at the sound of another set of lighter steps on the white stone pavenent.

The red-haired Tyrsal stops short of the bench. "I"'msorry, Lorn. | don't understand. You were
t he best student."

"It's probably better this way."

"I's there anything | can do?" Tyrsal grins. "I mean, here in Cyad. If you're careful, you can
take care of yourself better than I could. | still remenber how you handl ed Dett." The redhead
frowns. "He's probably a | ancer officer now You' d better be careful."

"I will." Lorn pauses. "You could stop by the house a fewtinmes and talk to ny sisters. You've
met them haven't you?"

"Just Myryan."

"Jerial's ny older sister. They're both healers, but Myryan's got several years before she's
finished.™

"Li ke Kyl ernya, except she's just started.”

"She's that ol d?" Lorn renenbers Tyrsal's sister as barely waist-high, watching a korfal gane.

Tyrsal nods. "It will be a while before she gets into real healing." He pauses. "I'd be wel cone
at your house?"

"You're a student nagus in good standing."” Lorn |aughs gently. "If you' re worried about it,
tell Vernt that | asked you to."

"W'll see. I will call on them" Tyrsal pauses. "Are you sure that's all | can do?"

"For right now." Lorn shrugs. "I really don't know what to expect... but if |I need anything
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else, I'"Il let you know." If | can.
"I'"ll be here," Tyrsal prom ses, before he turns away.
The |l ancer firewagon is late in getting to the Quarter of the Magi'i, and Lorn has been waiting

on or standing beside the hard sunstone bench for nost of the afternoon before the vibration of
si X chaos-driven wheel s shivers through the pavenent, and the shinmering white vehicle slows to a
stop opposite the squared stone arch. Shadows fromthe uphill buildings that hold the chaos towers
of the Magi'i cast two bars of darkness across the gl eanming white | acquer of the firewagon. The
curved glass of the driver's station reflects the shadowed sunstone behind Lorn enough so that
Lorn cannot see the driver of the vehicle that | oons at |east another six cubits above the snpoth
pavenent .

As Lorn stands quickly, he can sense the flickers of chaos fromthe storage cells that are
hi dden behi nd the shining white cupridium panels at the rear of the firewagon. As quickly as the
former student mage has stood, a lancer officer in a creamand green uniformis already out of the
forward conmpartnment. The two single silver bars, one on each side of his short stiff green collar,
glow. The officer's eyes take in Lorn and the canvas bag beside the bench. "You Lorn?"

"Yes, ser," Lorn answers.

"Hop in. Rear conmpartnent. Only three of you today. Be close to m dnight before we reach
Kynst aar . "

As the officer watches, Lorn opens the side door to the rear conpartment, a door of white-
| acquered cupridium light, but stronger than iron

"Put your stuff under the seat."

"Yes, ser." Lorn glances at the two other young nmen. One is clearly older and far burlier than
Lorn, with a swarthy conplexion and a short-trimred bl ack beard-one of the first beards Lorn has
seen on a young man. The second is slighter and far nore wiry than Lorn, with hair that is
sonewher e between sandy-blond and |ight brown. "I'mLorn."

"Akytol'alt,"” runmbles the | arger man

"Kyl'mer," follows the slighter figure.

"Well... | was Lorn'elth,” Lorn corrects hinself as he places his bag under the curved white
oak bench seat and seats hinself beside Kyl and facing Akytol and the other seat, "but that wll
change. "

"One way or the other," snorts Akytol

Even before Lorn closes the door, the vehicle begins to glide away fromthe Quarter of the
Magi'i with the thin and distinctive whine that marks all firewagons. Despite the hardness of the
lightly padded seats, their curvature nmakes sitting tolerable, and the suspension is strong enough
that the ride is al nbst w thout bunps.

Through the right wi ndow, just before the firewagon turns north, Lorn takes what may be his
last look for a long tinme at the Palace of Light, its windows bright with the light fromthe
i nnunerabl e lanps within its sun-stone walls. Despite the gl eani ng whiteness and the lights, for a
monent, or so it seens to Lorn, the Pal ace seens enpty.

"Ever lifted a bl ade?" asks Akytol

"I'"ve had sone training," Lorn admts.

"Sone? Well... better than nost." Akytol shakes his head, then | eans back and cl oses his eyes.

Lorn turns to Kyl. "If one mght ask... ?"

"How did a nerchanter's son get sent off to |ancer training?" Kyl shakes his head. "Another
time... if you would."

"That's fine by me." Lorn nods. He suspects neither of themis interested in revealing nuch,
especially not with Akytol present.

Kyl turns his head to watch the buildings on the west side of North Avenue pass by.

In turn, Lorn watches those on the east side-and the few carts and carriages, and the scattered
handful s of people, a fewin shimercloth, but nost in the green cottons of workers and crafters.
Before long, Cyad lies behind them and the firewagon has turned eastward onto the Eastern Hi ghway.
The sun has dropped bel ow the horizon, and the clear green-blue sky has begun to purple.

Lorn sees as well as senses the glow of chaos that surrounds the fire-wagon as it rolls through
the twilight toward Kynstaar, the only sound the |l ow runble of the six cupridiumcoated iron
wheel s on the whitened granite of the Great Eastern Hi ghway. To an outsider the vehicle would
i ndeed resenbl e a horsel ess and fire-swat hed wagon or carri age.

Across fromhim Akytol sits back, his eyes closed, a faint snore punctuating his sleep. Kyl
gl ances nervously fromLorn to Akytol, and then for long periods out the tinted window. There is
no sound fromthe front conpartnment and the unnaned | ancer officer

Finally, Lorn closes his own eyes. He can do nothing until he reaches Kynstaar
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Part Il - Lorn'alt, Isahl Undercaptain, Mrror Lancers

XVI |

Lorn"alt stands rigidly in formal |ancer whites, white-scabbarded sabre at his side, white
garrison cap set squarely in place over his short brown hair. He is the fourth man in the front
line of five new Mrror Lancer officers, listening to the graying but trimlancer comuander
standi ng on the podi um before the score of new undercaptains ranked in the open sunstone arena-an
arena nearly enpty except for the officers who had trained them who had whittled down three score
possi bl e candi dates to the score who remained nearly a year later. A score had left voluntarily,
and a score had died or been too severely injured to conti nue.

"...you are the first line of defense against the barbarians of the north. At times, you wll
be all that stands between Cyador and the black order of death...

St andi ng one rank back and three junior officers to his left is Kyl'alt, and sonewhere farther
to the rear, surprisingly, is Akytol'alt, towering over nost of the other new undercaptains. Lorn
concentrates on the commander's words, as though they were new, as though he had not already heard
simlar banalities all his life.

"...never has our world had a land that offered so nmuch to so many for so long... never has our
world had a Iight that has shone so brightly as that raised by Cyador... and you are here to
ensure that light will shine forever, and that peace and prosperity will reign endlessly. You are
a Mrror Lancer officer. Never forget that! Never forget that you are here because generations of
Lancer officers have stood between the dark tide of the order of death and the Iight and
prosperity of chaos. That was their duty, and they did it well. May you carry out your duty as
well."

After a nmonent of silence, the comander adds, "You will step forward as your nane is called."
He pauses, then announces, "Undercaptain Bruk'alt."

When the comander calls Lorn's nane, the forner student magus steps forward as had the others.
The conmander hands the two silver bars to Lorn

"Thank you, ser."

"Don't thank ne, Undercaptain. You earned them and you will continue to earn them every day
you are on duty in the service of Cyador- and even when you are not."

"Yes, ser."
"Lorn'alt..." the commander offers in an even | ower voice.
"Yes, ser?"

"Perchance | am wong, but you could easily have been first in the training conpany." The flint-
gray eyes never |eave Lorn's.

"Ser... | wanted to do well, but | also was nore concerned about |earning everything I could. I
made ni stakes that way, ser.”
The faintest of smles crinkles the commander's |ined face. "I hope that's the truth,

Undercaptai n Lorn. The Lancers have no place for officers who | et soneone else be first to blunt
the charge, and then rise to take credit. Do you understand that?"
"Yes, ser."
The commander nods brusquely, and Lorn turns and steps back to his place in the formation.
"Undercaptain Jykan'alt..."

XV

Lorn stands in the narrow hallway, sabre at his side, white garrison cap rucked in his belt,
waiting for his interviewwith the mgjer who will informLorn just what duty he will undertake for
the Mrror Lancers in the service of Cyador. Although it is early winter, nearly a year after he
had | eft the Quarter of the Magi'i, the air flowing through the outside arch to his left is warm

and nmoist, nore like spring in Cyad, carrying with it a hint of arym d. But then, Kynstaar is
actually south and east of Cyad, where the southern currents of the Great Western Ccean first
touched Candar before sw ngi ng westward and nort h.

Lorn shifts his weight, trying to hear the conversation beyond the door, but even his nagus-
honed skills can only enable himto catch phrases.

"...being posted to Hristak... Great Canal south to Fyrad... Majer Derin'alt... two scrolls...
and seal ring... understand?"

"Yes, ser!" Rydenber's words are far |ouder and clearer than the na-jer's.
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After Rydenber steps out through the open white oak door, Lorn waits a nonent before entering
Maj er Styphi's office. Light floods into the small space froman open wi ndow to Lorn's right and
the majer's left. The office contains little besides the desk, an oil |anp set head-high in a
bronze bracket on the stone wall, and two chairs.

Maj er Styphi sits on one chair, behind the snmall desk that he donminates. At his right hand is a
neat stack of scrolls. H's creamand green tunic is slightly winkled, and darkness fills the
hol | ows under his eyes, but his green eyes are hard and fix on Lorn. "Undercaptain Lorn'alt?"

"Yes, ser."

"You're being posted to Isahl. First, you will take the lancer firewagon tonorrow norning. It
will take you and a nunber of others to the transfer station on the Great North H ghway. There you
will wait and take the regular firewagon to Syadtar. That's where you will pick up the replacenent
| ancers and Nytral -he's a seasoned squad | eader. Then you'll take the lancers and the replacenent
nmounts on the trade road northwest to Isahl. Sub-majer Brevyl is the area commuander. You'll report
to him" The majer hands a scroll to Lorn. "This scroll confirms that." He hands a cupridi um seal
ring to Lorn. "There's your seal ring. Don't lose it. Nytral will ask to see it, just like every
ot her good squad | eader you'll command when you're coming in alone.” A second snaller scrol
follows. "Here are his posting orders. There are two copies there for you-one goes to Comander
Thiataphi's clerk in Syadtar, the other to Nytral. You understand?"

"Yes, ser." Lorn slips the seal ring onto the third finger of his right hand. The ring fits
well enough that it will not slip off.

"You'll draw a nount in Syadtar. Choose it carefully."

"Yes, ser."

"Get your kit together. Then spend sone tinme with your fellows. Mst of you won't see each
ot her for some tinme."

Lorn bows once nore before he turns and | eaves.

Kyl is waiting outside in the group of undercaptai ns who have yet to see Majer Styphi. He
gl ances inquiringly at Lorn. "Were are you headed?"

Lorn grins. "Where every good | ancer goes. To fight the barbarians of the Gass Hlls. In a
town called Isahl."

"It's better than the guard detail in Geliendra where you have to patrol the borders of the
Accursed Forest," volunteers Kyl.

"Right," murnurs someone. "Dark-angel-right..."

"You won't get Forest duty, Kyl," Lorn says. "You know trade. They'll probably assign you to
one of the coast patrols to deal with snugglers or sonething like that."

"I'"ll know in a bit." The sandy-haired undercaptain inclines his head toward the buil di ng door
and Majer Styphi. "I wouldn't mind that." Kyl smiles. "I wouldn't mind anything, actually."”

Lorn is not so sure that he would be equally happy with all duties, but since he has no choice
over his duty assignnent, he sees no point in conparing the potential satisfaction of duty
assignments he would be unlikely to get. "I'Il talk to you later, and you can tell me where you're
headed. "

"I will," prom ses Kyl

As Lorn turns, he overhears the conments.

"...good as he is... not many nmake it back fromthe HIls of Endless Gass...."
"...anyone who does nakes full captain and majer quick though...."
"...mybe... but he was magus-born... sone don't like that...." Lorn takes in the | ow words

nost woul d not have believed he has heard, then nods to several others as he passes, wal ki ng back
to the small cubicle that contains his uniforns, his weapons, and his handful of personal itens.

The firewagon to the north will not depart until the follow ng norning, assuning it is on
schedul e, and that will leave himtinme to wite scrolls to his parents, to Myryan... and to
Ryalth... before he follows the majer's advice and talks a last time with the other new
under capt ai ns.

And, as he prom sed, he will read from Ryalth's book, though he does not know if he understands
the Firstborn any better for all the words he has read in the green-silver covered vol une.

XX

As the | ow orange light of dawn fills the front conpartment of the fire-wagon, Lorn yawns and rubs
his eyes. Although he had garnered a short night's sleep on a hard cot at the highway transfer
station located in Ilypsya-a town beside the G eat North Hi ghway that Lorn had never heard of -
after nmore than two days of near-continuous travel fromllypsya, except for short confort stops,

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200f%20Cyador.txt (34 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

Lorn is tired. The flickering chaos that envel ops the vehicle bothers none of the other
passengers, it seens, but Lorn finds hinmself still studying it. Even though he is no |onger a
student magus, in a strange fashion the flickering alnost seens to nag at him nore so than when
he had studi ed chaos.

The six wheels runble nore loudly than those of the lancer firewagon that had brought himto
Ilypsya, but that nmight well have been because the regular coach carries a good fifty-score stone
of goods in the hold between the small front conpartment and the | arger rear conpartnent, where a
good hal f-score passengers are squeezed together.

A slight snoring comes fromthe nerchanter in blue shinmercloth slunmped in the bench facing
Lorn. The trader is a young nan no nore than a handful of years older than Lorn, if that, but who
sports a short brush nustache in a clear effort to appear ol der. Beside the young nmerchanter is an
ol der man in deep brown-a wealthy mller returning to Syadtar, Lorn has gathered, and on the far
| eft sl eeps another mid-aged nman also in brown who has spoken but little since Lorn joined the
others at Ilypsya. The last man in the front conpartnment, to Lorn's left, also sleeping, wears the
crinson-trinmed brown of a regional guard, but the silver stars in his collar signify that he is a
district commander. As Lorn's eyes light on him his head turns, and he emts a grunt.

I gnoring the ripe odor of nale bodies confined in too warma space for too long, Lorn stifles
anot her yawn and shifts his weight on the curved and |lightly padded white oak of the seat he has
to share only with the district guard commander, at least until the next stop, unless that stop is
Syadtar. Each firewagon, Lorn knows, can nake but one run to Syadtar and back before the chaos in
the cells in the back of the vehicle nust be repl enished, and the vehicle nmakes but two round
trips every eightday. Wre he not a | ancer officer, Lorn's passage-fare would have been at |east a
gold-and in the crowded rear conpartnent.

Abruptly, the nerchanter sits up and glances out the wi ndow. "Getting close to Syadtar, | see."
Lorn follows the other's eyes, but the hills to the north ook no different to himfromthe
ones he had seen the night before-or not enough different to indicate anything. But he is used to
the forests and irregular hills north of Cyad itself-not the scattered farnms and the grassl ands of
the east that are north of the Accursed Forest and the Great Canal that links the fertile |ands

between the rivers with Fyrad. "Because the farns are cl oser together?"

The nerchanter shakes his head. "The hills. They're | onger here-like they've been stretched
out. They get shorter and steeper as you go west. Mich nore rugged, they are."

Lorn nods.

"You'll see. Are you going to Isahl or Penedra?"

"Are those the only two choices?" Lorn counters.

"For a new undercaptain, they are. You're probably pretty good with a blade and a firel ance,
I'd wager. No?"

"Better than many," Lorn admits.

"That's why you're there. dad you are. Wuldn't travel this route weren't for the |ancers.

Bar bari ans be through Syadtar |ike grease through a goose." The nerchanter |aughs. "G ease through
a goose. Faster than coin spent by a pleasure girl."

The mller sits up. "Begging your pardon, trader, but it be early, and Syadtar is not here yet.
Some of us |ack the endurance we once had."

"My apol ogies," offers the young nerchanter. "M apol ogi es, ser

The nmiller grunts and closes his eyes.

"You'll see,” murrmurs the trader to Lorn, |eaning back with a wy |look at the mller before
closing his own eyes.

Lorn closes his eyes for a tine, but he can no |longer sleep to the runbling of the wheels, and
his eyes stray back to the w ndow.

The first sign that the firewagon is approaching Syadtar is the appearance of scattered
farmhouses-similar in their green tile roofs, green ceramc privacy screens before the front
doors, and the green shutters open but ready to be closed agai nst night or weather. Yet each is
subtly different, with a lighter or darker shade of creamor off-white plaster on its walls and
with different types of bushes and trees planted to create privacy areas behind the dwellings
where the girls and the wonen may appear w thout being reveal ed to passers-by.

Then comes sonet hing Lorn has not seen before in Cyador-a white sunstone city wall-one nearly
ten cubits high. There are no guards, but the firewagon passes through the open heavy oak gates
and wel | -kept ramparts and twi n guard towers.

Past the gates are the wide white-granite streets of the snall city, with the scattered green
and white awnings, although those are furled in the early light of day, except for one, which
signifies a coffee house. Lorn frowns nonentarily.

"You're right," says the nerchanter, stretching. "Wn't be many coffee houses afore |ong, not
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with the blight."

"Blight?" Lorn asks involuntarily.

"Order blight-blacks spots on the underside of the |eaves, then, poof! No nore coffee plants.™

"Magi'i will find sonmething to stop it, or the healers,"” runbles the district guard comuander
slowy straightening on his part of the bench he shares with Lorn

The firewagon is slowing, and Lorn's eyes go back to the buildings they pass. Syadtar is a
nminiature of Cyad, at least in that the buildings are all of white sunstone, but smaller than
those of the great City of Eternal Light-and there are far fewer of nore than one level. The light
is nore intense, even early, perhaps because there are no trees within Syadtar. Lorn sees none, at
| east.

"Maybe they will, honored ser, but shiprments of the beans have dropped to nothing fromthe
fields north of Fyrad, and those from CGeliendra are half what they were | ast year."

"Don't be underestimating the Magi'i, trader," suggests the district guard commander. "Mst of
those that have are ashes."

"Ah... yes, your honor. "The nerchanter's nustache bobs as he swal |l ows.

"Bah... not that much honor in being a district guard. The | ancers have the honor." The ol der

man's eyes twi nkle as he winks at Lorn

Lorn hides a snile, but says, "Wthout the guard, the lancers would be spread far thinner."

The nmerchanter | ooks fromone arnsman to the other, bew | dered, then | ooks to the w ndow. "W
are here, sers.”

"Good." The commander w nks once nore at Lorn

The firewagon sl ows under a | arge covered sunstone portico.

After a nmonent, one of the green-uniforned drivers opens the door of the front conpartnent.
"Syadtar, officers, kind sers."

Lorn glances to the District Conmander.

"Go ahead, Undercaptain. Let a stiff commander take his time. You have nuch farther to go than
do I."

"Thank you, ser." Wth that, Lorn reaches under the curved and |ightly padded bench seat and
pulls out his kit, then steps out into the sunlight, for it is far too early for the tile roof
above to shade passengers or the firewagon itself. After slipping the white garrison cap fromhis
belt and donning it, he glances at the firewagon driver, or one of the two, standing beside the
open gl ass cupola. "Do you know which way to the Lancer headquarters?"

"Go one block east, to the Avenue of the Square, then head toward the hills. It's about a kay
north."

"Thank you."

Carrying his kit in his left hand, Lorn begins to wal k eastward, feeling a hint of danpness on
his forehead where the front of the garrison cap rests.

"Poor bastard..."

Lorn holds in a wince at the pity in the driver's voice. He thinks he knows what he is facing,
but nore than a few people seemto think his assignnent is a death sentence

Two youths in faded bl ue undertunics and trousers careen down the street, then, seeing Lorn
abruptly dash down a side alley. An older man in a brown tunic so faded it is closer to tan |eans
on a wal king stick and shuffles down the other side of the white-paved street, his eyes fixed on
the pavi ng stones. The creaking of a cart echoes from sonmewhere up the alley Lorn passed, but he
sees neither cart nor whatever pulls it.

One bl ock east, as the driver had said, is a small square. In the center is a statue, the
figure purportedly of Keif'elth'alt, the first Enperor of Light. Lorn doubts that the origina
enperor had possessed such heroic proportions. On the south side of the square is an inn, its side
porch shaded by a green and white awning. The scent of roasted fow drifts toward Lorn, and he
stops, then shakes his head, before turning northward. He does take the shaded eastern side of the
street.

He passes a coppersmith's shop, then a cooper's, but both doors are closed. The door to the
chandl ery a block later is open. Lorn pauses, then steps inside. After his eyes adjust to the
di mess, he noves toward the side counter, trying to keep both his kit and his scabbarded sabre
frombanging into the table that holds various |eather goods. He pauses to study the travel foods
on the counter, looking over the differing shapes, all covered in wax.

"Those not be what you'd be wanting, ser, |I'd wager," offers a cheerful voice. A woman stands
behi nd another counter, to Lorn's left. She points at a tray before her. "Fresh honey-rolls..
well... not that fresh... baked | ate yesterday."

Lorn takes in her smling face, and the short-cut but tight-curled black hair and the clear but
dark skin. "They | ook better than the travel fare."
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"For eating now, they are." Wth her words, surprisingly, conmes the hint of erhenflower scent,
a fragrance Lorn woul d have thought too dear for nmpbst in Syadtar. "How nuch?"

"A copper each for the small ones. Three coppers for two of the large." Three coppers find
their way fromLorn's belt wallet to the woman. "Thank you." He takes two of the | arger honey
rolls. Before he is fully aware of it, he is licking the crunbs of the second off his fingers. She
extends a wooden cup of water. "You'll need this."

"Thank you." Lorn forces hinmself to drink the water nore slowy than he had gul ped down the
honey rolls. "Thank you very much."

"You' re nost welconme. |If you would wait a nonent..

She slips away fromthe counter, only to

reappear with a bucket and a snmall towel. "You could use this, ser."
"Ah... | wouldn't wish to inpose."
"My brother was a lancer." Her smile is strained. "I'msorry."

"That's all right."

Lorn takes the towel and bucket, and washes his face and hands. He has to adnit that he feels
|l ess grimy, and probably |ooks bit nore like an officer. "Thank you, |ady." He hands back the
bucket and the towel.

"You know, |'ve seen a score of young officers walk by here in the |ast year or so, and not a
one has stopped. Wiy did you... if | mght ask?" She drops her eyes.

"I was hungry." Lorn grins. "I don't think well when |I'm hungry, and... | stopped." He pauses.
"I don't nmean | stopped because | wasn't thinking..."

The woman grins back. "You sound like Cailynt." Lorn shrugs hel pl essly.

"I"mglad you stopped,” she says, "but you' d best be on your way." After the briefest of
pauses, she adds, "Cailynt would have nade a good officer."

"He probably woul d have," Lorn agrees.

"Cal enena? W got a custoner? You be ringing ne... you hear!"

Lorn puts another pair of coppers on the counter, and says in a | ow voice, "Take care." Then he
grins warmy, and turns toward the door

"I took care of it," Calenena answers.

Lorn steps back into the bright sunlight, blinking as his eyes readjust.

Anot her bl ock northward, he passes a potter's shop. The snmell of wood burning tells himthat a
kiln is being fired. Hs brows knit. Places |ike potters' and coppersnmths' shops aren't all owed
in the min section of Cyad, and sone trades, |like rendering and tanning, are not allowed anywhere
inthe city. Yet he sees the potter and has snelled the tannery. Is everything within the wall?
Are the barbarians that nuch of a threat? O had they been at one tine?

He keeps wal king, realizing as he does that there are few trees in Syadtar-no cylars or
arym ds, no straight or feathering conifers, just a few scattered scrub cedars here and there.

The Mrror Lancer enclave is clear enough. The street ends at another white granite wall and an
archway with the two | ancer guards, each under a projecting roof to shield themfromthe sun. Lorn
shows the seal ring, and steps past them Once inside the archway and past the open gates that are
swung back inside the conpound, Lorn glances around, then heads for the |argest buil ding.

After wal king the hundred cubits fromthe gates, he slips through the open front archway into
t he cool ness of a stone-walled corridor

"Ser?" A lancer ranker |ooks up frombehind a table a nere ten cubits inside the corridor H's
left sleeve holds two green slashes a span or so above the cuff-showing he is a senior squad
| eader.

"Yes, squad | eader?"

"If you're reporting for duty, ser, you need to go to the next building."

"I"'mgoing to Isahl, but |I'm supposed to pick up a squad | eader, replacenent |ancers, and
nounts. "

"They'l|l help you there, ser. This is Conmander Thi ataphi's headquarters, ser. The support
centers for the outposts are in the next building."
"Thank you."

Lorn turns and nakes his way to the next building, considerably smaller, with a plain weathered
white oak door, standing ajar. He peers inside, at the two |ancers who sit at opposite sides of a
| arge table on which are stacked scrolls of various sizes and sorts.

"...need three nore for the replacenent conpany..."

"...good thing you got the mounts..."

Lorn steps inside, and, at the slight whisper of his boots, the ol der and bearded squad | eader
stands, followed by the younger

"Ser? Can we hel p you?" The senior squad | eader pauses, studying the weary junior officer
"Woul d you be the new undercaptain for |sahl?"
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"That | am" Lorn admits. "Undercaptain Lorn'alt." He shows the seal ring. "I'm supposed to
find a squad | eader named Nytral. | have his orders." Lorn extracts the sonmewhat battered smaller
scroll fromhis tunic.

"I"'mByrten, ser. Senior lancer clerk for the outposts." As the man shifts his weight, Lorn can
sense the stiffness and the pain in his notions.

"It's good to neet you, Byrten." Lorn shrugs. "I'm supposed to report here, but | wasn't given
much in the way of details.”
Byrten hides a smle. "Chorin... go find Nytral. Tell himhis undercaptain's here."

"Ser? By your |eave?"

Lorn nods and steps aside to let Chorin by him

"Be the day after tonorrow afore all the supplies and replacenent | ancers be ready, ser. Til
then, you'll have a roomin the officers' building-that's second back, and I'll show you after
you're set with Nytral. O he can show you."

"How many replacenment |ancers are there?"

"Two score," replies Byrten

"And how often do they need repl acenent s?"

"When Sub- Maj er Brevyl needs themsonetines once, sonetines twice a season.”" Byrten's snile is
thin.

Two score lancers six tinmes a year? From one outpost on the edge of the Grass Hills? Lorn nods
thoughtfully, deciding not to ask how many undercaptai ns are needed as repl acenents.

"How long a ride is it to Isahl?"

"Three days, nore or |ess."”

"And what sort of supplies will we be taking?"

"You'll be escorting five wagons-four horse teamon each." Byrten gl ances toward the door
where the rail-thin Chorin reappears, followed by a ranker with a single green slash on his
sl eeve. Both halt just inside the door. Nytral is short and stocky, and his right cheek bears a
faded purple starburst scar. Hs thick black hair is cut short, and his thick black eyebrows are
bushy. The deep brown of his eyes conveys a flatness, as if Nytral has seen too rmuch for his eyes
to reveal. The flat eyes look at Lorn, eyes that are wary, waiting.
Lorn extends the set of smaller scrolls. "Undercaptain Lorn alt. These are your orders."
"Yes, ser." Nytral takes the scrolls, then | ooks at Lorn'alt.
The two other |ancer rankers watch, eyes flicking fromNytral to Lorn.
"You can unroll them" Lorn says. "They're yours, but one copy has to go to Comander
ataphi's clerk.™
"Ah..." suggests Byrten
"You take it first?" asks Lorn

Thi

"Wirks better that way, ser." suggests Nytral. "Byrten draws us supplies, and he can't draw for
nmore than we got on roster."

Lorn nods, wondering how nuch nore he needs to | earn, and whether he can-in tinme. "If there's
nothing el se Byrten needs to tell nme... ?" He | ooks at the senior clerk

"No, ser. Just check every norning. Tonorrow we shoul d have the repl acenent roster done, and
the supply list."

"I'd like Nytral to | ook at those with me," Lorn says.

"Yes, ser."

The undercaptain | ooks at his squad | eader. "Let's go on outside, Nytral."

"Yes, ser." Nytral's voice is deferential, but |evel

After |eaving the support building, Lorn crosses the small courtyard until he stands in the
shadowed corner on the southeast side. Then he turns to Nytral. "I understand you'll be able to
I et me know what | should know and don't on the way to Isahl." Lorn offers a snile, one
si nul t aneously open and yet professional

Nytral does not return the snmile. "Could be, ser.

Lorn laughs, gently. "I know chaos, firelances, and blades. | don't know |l ancers and
bar bari ans, and you do, or you wouldn't be a squad | eader assigned to a green officer. | also
don't know what supplies we should have, and what we mi ght get shorted. You do."

Nytral's lips crinkle slightly. "There be that, ser."

"Mre than that, I'msure." Lorn l|aughs self-deprecatingly. "Do you know where | draw a nount?
And how we can find out about just what our replacenent |ancers are |ike?"

"Woul dn't be nuch good to you, if'n |l didn't, ser."

"Let's start with finding ny roomso | can drop off this kit, and then | ook for the kind of
mount that will be best for Isahl." Lorn smiles. "Lead on."

Nytral gestures toward the three-story, narrow, barrack-like building in the northeast corner
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of the conpound. "There." He wal ks out of the shade across the white paving stones of the
courtyard. "Front entrance there is to the officer's roons. You can take whatever one you want on
the top level. Stables are out back, beyond the wall...."

Lorn matches steps with the squad | eader, |istening, and yet studying the conpound, trying to
menori ze where everything is.

XX

After having selected a nount, and getting a tour of the rest of the Mrror Lancer compound from
Nytral, Lorn finds hinmself yawning nore and nore as they wal k back fromthe arnory, a heavy-wall ed
and squat building | ocated inside another set of walls in the northwest corner of the conpound.
Lorn's boots are scuffing the stone as well

"Ser... begging your pardon, but best you get sone sleep afore you eat with the senior officers
tonight." Nytral glances at Lorn.

"Because they'l|l be sizing up the new undercaptai n? You' re probably right, and there's not too
much nore | can do until tonorrow anyway." Lorn yawns again. "I'll see you in the norning, and we
can go over the supplies and everything."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn turns and wal ks back to the quarters building, and up two long flights of steps. Hi s room
is stark-one narrow pallet bed, a snmall table by the bed with an oil lanp, a single arm ess wooden

chair, and a set of wooden pegs on the wall for hanging unifornms. The single w ndow bears anci ent
gl ass, and the shutters are inside the casenent.

After slipping the latch bar in place behind him Lorn levers off his boots and strips to his
smal | clothes. By then he is struggling to keep his eyes open

Despite his fatigue, Lorn wakes in nmid-afternoon, in a chill. As he was sl eeping, sonmeone had
been screeing him and it had not been his father. But why? To see that he was i ndeed where he had
been sent?

He rolls upright and rubs his eyes. Since he is awake, he rises and then uses the cold shower
in the sem -conmunal bathing chanber in the mddle of the uppernost floor. After drying and
dressing in a clean set of |lancer whites, he heads back to the outpost support buil ding where sone
di screet inquiries of Chorin locate the officer's laundry service, set, obviously, in the rear of
the ground floor |level of the quarters buil ding.

Lorn returns to his roomand carries his soiled whites down to the snall room where a gray-
hai red and bare-footed woman in gray stands over a wash tub, swirling the wash with a wooden
paddl e. A second thigh-high tub stands to her right. The odors of warm sh water and soap fill the
bare-wal | ed space.

Lorn waits, but the wonman does not turn in his direction. Finally, he clears his throat.

She | ooks up, then steps toward him "Ser... ser... those | cannot wash until tonorrow "

"That's fine."

"A copper for each uniform you know "

Lorn nods. "There is just one."

She bobs her head and takes the uniform "Tonorrow night."

"Thank you." Even before he finishes his words, the washerwonman has set his whites on a table
by the tub and is back at work with the wooden paddl e. He steps outside, into a gentle, but
unseasonably warm breeze for winter in Syadtar-that is what he feels. He checks the white garrison
cap, although the breeze is scarcely strong enough to worry about.

There is tinme before dinner. So he wal ks around the conpound, studying nore carefully what
Nytral had shown himearlier. Under grayish-green tiled roofs, the buildings are of clean-lined
granite and sunstone, the granite for the main walls, and the sunstone for the mniml trimand
arches. Both types of stone have been bl eached out by tine and the residual inpact of the chaos-
chisel cutting used to shape the stone blocks. Wth the |late afternoon sun glinting on the w ndows
of Thi ataphi's headquarters, Lorn can see that sone of the w ndow panes are clearer than others,
by the reflection of both light and the chaos within the sunlight. The wi ndow casenents are all of
stai ned and weat hered white oak, but barely visible, since all the shutters in the conpound are
i nsi de the wi ndows.

The out post building, although old, has been added to the conpound | ater.

Lorn snmiles as Chorin hurries out the door and scurries toward Thi ataphi's headquarters.

"...two, three...’

At the sound of cadence-calling, Lorn turns to watch a line of nmen in white marching al ong the
west wall of the conmpound, just outside the shade.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200f%20Cyador.txt (39 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

"...have to march before you ride... two, three... keep the chaos on your side... two,
three..." calls a burly squad | eader, breaking the cadence to add, "You' re not tough, and the
barbarians will eat you |like honeycakes... pick it up in the rear!"

Hoofs clatter on the stones, and a Mrror Lancer in white, wearing the red sash of a nessenger
rides up to the hitching post outside Thiataphi's headquarters, dismunts, hurriedly ties his
nmount, and rushes inside carrying a white | eather dispatch pouch

As Chorin eases out through the stone archway, the Lancer clerk's head turns as if he is trying
to hear what the nessenger might be saying or what he brought.

Lorn sniles, watching.

When Chorin sees Lorn, he begins to wal k quickly back to the outpost building, wthout |ooking
back at the junior officer.

At the sound of the fifth bell of afternoon, Lorn turns back toward the quarters building. By
the tine he reaches the dining area, a snall hall with a table I ong enough for a score and a half,
and folds his garrison cap and tucks it in his belt, there are already a nunmber of officers
gathering within the sunstone finished room The fireplace behind the head of the table is dark
and the walls are bare, except for a series of mniature mrror shields on the north wall, each
with a design color-etched into the polished cupridium The cupridiumcatches the indirect early
evening light conming through the wi ndows on the south wall, enough so that |ight plays across the
shi el ds.

Fromthe rank insignia he can see, he is the only undercaptain, with six captains, two
overcaptai ns, one sub-majer, and one nmjer standing at places around the table, and with the gray-
hai red Commander Thi ataphi hinself at the head of the table.

As the other officers seat thenselves, Lorn watches, then noves so that he is at the very foot
of the table on the left side.

Each place has a brown platter and a heavy gl ass wi ne gobl et-glass, not crystal nor netal. The
servers are |ancers, but each wears a green overtunic. On the serving platter first presented to
the conmmander are slices of beef, covered with a brown sauce. The second platter is heaped with
yel | ow noodl es, and four |arge baskets of dark bread are set at intervals along the table. Then
conmes a deeper dish filled with sonething green

Lorn waits and takes as much as he dares of the beef, noodles, bread, and ackar, a bitter leafy
veget abl e he had seen far too much of as a boy. The server fills his goblet with a maroon w ne.

Conmmander Thi ataphi lifts his goblet, and the other officers begin to eat. Lorn follows their
exanple, listening to their conversation as he does.

"White nounts handle the sun better... chaos-colored, you know, and the white reflects
better...."

.darker coats shield thembetter..."
..S0 why do the chestnuts breathe harder and | ather earlier?"
.got you there, Helkar..."

...doesn't matter now... not in winter...'
Lorn takes a bite of the overcooked beef, following it with a nouthful of equally overcooked
noodl es. The wine, while a plain red, is far better than either the beef or the noodles, but Lorn
eats everything on the chipped brown platter before him then waits for the senior officers to

finish and take any second hel pi ngs.
"...scouts say the Jeranyi are gathering the eastern tribes, the ones north of the cupric

m nes. "

"Sone of them have started carrying polished iron shields-work alnbst as well as a nmirror
shield against the fire lances... with those iron-headed arrows..."

"Their bows aren't that good, not fromthe saddle."

"Yet..."

"Qught to go in and take the iron mnes..."

"You want to get ferric poisoning... be ny guest, Hel kar. Besides, none of the barbarians work
metal that well.”

"You don't get it fromthe ore... only after it's snelted and turned into weapons... Rather

take out the nines than risk getting ferric poisoning and order death."

Lorn keeps a polite smle on his face when he isn't earing, taking in the attitudes of the
| ancers, partly amazed at some of the nisconceptions that seem comon, even anong officers.

The serving dishes, after being refilled by the | ancer servers, nake their way down to Lorn,
who takes additional slices of beef and a pile of the gravied noodl es. He has eaten two nouthfuls
of his seconds, then stops to break off a chunk of the npist brown bread.

"Undercaptain? Lorn"alt, is it not?" calls Comuander Thi ataphi

Lorn swal l ows quickly. "Yes, ser."
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"You're from Cyad, are you not?"

"Yes, ser."

"How do you find the north?" asks the comrander

"Warnmer than | woul d have thought in winter, ser." Lorn offers a polite snile

"That's why the barbarians want our |ands. One reason, anyway. On the other side of the G ass
Hlls, there's snow O there was |ast eightday, according to the report from Sub-Mjer Brevyl.
Don't forget to draw a winter jacket, and wi nter boots."

"No, ser. | won't." Lorn hasn't thought about either, and hopes his face does not show his
i gnor ance.

"You froma lancer fanm|y?"

"No, ser." Lorn decides agai nst volunteering his background.

"That's right," Thiataphi says with a guffaw. "You're one of the nagus-born who's good with a
bl ade." He shakes his head. "Do sonme of the Magi'i good to get out on the borderl ands, see what
the barbarians are doing."

Not knowi ng how to respond to that, Lorn nods politely.

"You'll see. Sub-Majer Brevyl will ensure you do. Just like he did with all the others here.
Except nme, and | nade sure he saw just what they were." The darkness in the conmander's words is
scarcely conceal ed.

Lorn manages to finish the second hel ping on his chipped platter just before the servers clear
the platters, and replace themw th smaller plates, each bearing a rolled and fried pael unka t hat
has been di pped in condensed sweetsap. He continues to listen as the conversation drifts away from
hi m

"...all that snowto the north... grass'|l| be green early, and that neans nore raids."

"If it ever nelts..."

"...doesn't nelt early, stay green longer, and the raids'l| start later and | ast |onger, either
way, we need to draw nore trainees."

"...could be right about that... need nore undercaptains, too..."

Lorn finishes his paelunka and sips the wine, very slowy, listening.

Abruptly, Thiataphi rises, and so do the other officers. Even though caught unaware, Lorn rises
with them

One of the captains draws up to Lorn as they leave the officer's dining hall.

"I"m Hel kar, the one they're always telling that I'mwong."

"Lorn."

"I noticed you didn't say nmuch about ferric poisoning, but you have to know sonethi ng about it,
don't you, if you were a magus."

"I know somet hing about it," Lorn adnits.

"Was | right about it? That it's got to be used in a weapon?

"Mostly." Lorn pauses. "And you have to have been using firelances, and directing themfor a

long tinme. Ot herwi se, you'll probably only get a burn in addition to a slash or a cut."”
"Why do the Magi'i warn us so rmuch? Burns, those | can handle."”
"The Magi'i handl e nore chaos than firel ances, nuch nore."
"Ah..." Helkar frowns. "You'll have to worry nore about iron then?"
"l shouldn't."
"Cood." Hel kar laughs. "You'll have enough to worry about with Brevyl anyway."

"I's he that hard?"
"I's cupridiumtough? Does a firelance burn?" The captain shakes his head. "He's fair, but best

you do as he orders, or you'll find yourself |eading a half-score of troublemakers who don't know
one end of a lance fromthe other against four score raiders." Helkar laughs. "And if you make it
through that, he'll decide you're the one to train and lash all the troubl enakers in the whole
outfit into formation."

Lorn nods, stifling a yawn. He is still tired fromthree days' travel in firewagons and wonders
if one good night's sleep will be enough to recover. "Is this your duty assignment now?"

"Me? Working for Commander Thiataphi? Not likely. I'mhere |like you, picking up replacenent
| ancers, except |'m headed back to Penedra tonmorrow. A few | ess barbarians there, and a | ot nore
snow. You can see the Westhorns fromthere, and that wind comes off themin winter, and it'll cut
right through you."

"How many | ancers are you taking back?"

"Four score, with two squad | eaders." Hel kar shrugs. "Takes near-on four days, and there's
al ways a chance of a raiding party, but it's less early in the winter. The barbarians get bored or
run out of food before spring, and they'll start raiding while there's still snow everywhere."
Anot her |augh follows. "Trailing themthrough snow and nmud, we all enjoy that."
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Lorn nods.

"You | ook order-dead." Hel kar hal f-thunps Lorn's shoulders and turns. "Good |uck with Sub-Mjer
Brevyl . "

"Thank you." Lorn walks slowy up the two flights of stone steps, concentrating so that his
white boots do not scuff and so that he does not trip. A night's sleep will be good. Very good.

XXI

Lorn bends forward in the saddl e and pats the shoulder of the big white nare, then strai ghtens and
| ooks ahead along the road that curves its way between yet another set of hills. The grass that
covers the hills is brown, but it does seemendless, with each hill that the detachment rides over
giving way to yet another, and then another. After the first norning, for two days all Lorn and
the lancers have seen are grass hills. Part of that sense of endl essness is because they are not
crossing the hills directly, but angling northwest from Syadtar.

Every so often there are snall copses of bushes or low trees bearing their gray w nter |eaves,
generally along streans so small as to be alnost invisible fromnore than a hundred cubits away.
The wind is cold, but not bitter, and blows out of the northwest, alnmost into Lorn's face,
carrying a clear odor of wet grass and the hint of nold.

At the top of the hill on the north side of the road are two |ancers Nytral has sent out as
scouts. One remains reined up, watching the colum of riders, while the second vani shes beyond the
hill crest, shadowi ng and following the road fromthe heights as it w nds generally northwest.

Lorn gl ances over his shoulder at the forty-odd new | ancers riding behind them Mst appear
pai nfully young, even to Lorn, and sone struggle managing the firelances in the hol ders, even
though the lances are little nmore than three cubits long. Lorn scarcely notices his any nore.

"You ride pretty well, ser. You come froma |ancer family?" asks Nytral

Lorn turn in the saddl e and | ooks at his squad |eader. "I had to learn it on ny own, Nytral
Spent a lot of extra tinme in officer training working with nounts. Seemed a good idea.”

Nytral frowns.

"I came froma Magi'i fanmily. | didn't take to being kept in a granite tower playing with
chaos. The Magi'i didn't want nme dabbling in trade. So it was strongly suggested that | becone a
| ancer."

"Ah... being a nmagus famly, ser... ?"

"When the head of the Magi'i, who sits at the right hand of the Enperor, suggests that a young

man beconme a | ancer officer, it's generally a good idea to agree. Besides, it got ne out of the
towers," Lorn points out.

Nytral glances at Lorn. "That be naking nore sense, ser."

"Because |Isahl is one of the places that the barbarians always raid, and we [ose a | ot of
| ancers and officers here?"

"They tell you that, ser?"

"No." Lorn laughs cheerfully. "They sent ne here."

Nytral shivers and | ooks away.

Lorn shrugs. Best that Nytral knows Lorn's background early on, and understands that Lorn
doesn't intend for it to bother him or adversely affect him He turns and studies the riders
behi nd hi m agai n. Then he turns his mount and rides back al ong the columm, | ooking at each | ancer
as he passes.

Only a handful neet his anber eyes.

Near the end of the colum, where the wagons runble along, he turns the nare again, and lets
her keep pace so that he rides beside the | ead teanster.

"How are the wagons goi ng?" he calls.

"Be fine, ser," answers the gray-bearded | ancer with the crossed green sheaves on his sl eeves,
his right hand on the | eather | eads for the four-horse team "A nmite heavier than I'd like, but
the roads stay dry, for another day, and all be well.™

Lorn nods, raises his hand, and urges the nare back toward the front of the colum, riding
al rost on the shoulder of the road and letting her nove just slightly faster than the |ancers, so
that he can study each as he rides past, w thout seenming to do so.

Wien he reaches the front of the columm, the road has begun to curve between yet another set of
hills, and Lorn can see that it slopes gently upward at an angle along a ridge that extends a kay
or nore both east and west.

"Have to clinmb this one, ser."”

Lorn nods as he eases the nmare closer to the squad | eader's nount.
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"Sent out another pair of scouts,” Nytral says quietly. "Been a few attacks here, 'cause you
can't see the road."

Lorn follows Nytral's gesture. A pair of scouts has reined up at the ridge crest, where they
pause before one turns his nount and rides down the road at a quick trot.

"Trouble..." nmunbles Nytral. "Knew it!"

The scout has barely reined up before the words of his report tunble out. "Barbarians, ser. On
the rise a kay northeast of the top there.”

Lorn gl ances past the scout at the half-kay of road that remmins before the first of the colum
reaches the crest. "How fast are they noving?"

"They're not riding, ser. They're waiting."

"A kay away and they'd have to ride down and then up?" asks Nytral

"Yes, ser."

"We'd be better to get to the top," suggests the squad | eader

"Order it," Lorn says.

"Quick trot! Quick trot!"

Lorn keeps the nmare abreast of Nytral, letting the squad | eader set the pace as the colum
hurries toward the ridge top, raising heavy dust that the teansters and the trailing riders wll
have to breathe. After reining in the nare at the crest of the hill, beside Nytral and the two
scouts, Lorn | ooks out, squinting against the sun that barely warns the m d-afternoon

"Barbarians..." Nytral says. "Don't look |like raiders, but you can't ever tell, crazy as they
are."

The score of mounted figures on the opposite hilltop are I ess than a kay away. The riders are
bearded, with |large bl ades in shoul der harnesses. Several have shields fastened sonehow to their
saddle in front of their left knees, and some have shields strapped over the bags behind their
saddl es.

"They won't attack... not now, " Lorn observes.

Nytral raised his eyebrows. "Wth them.. you never know. "

"Do they use those shields?"

"Yes, ser." Nytral | ooks toward the barbarians. "They could have those out in a nonent."

"Let's just wait and see if they do."

Nytral turns his nount. "Form up-ei ght abreast. Lances ready! Four abreast. Lances ready!"

Lorn wat ches the barbarians as Nytral chevies the raw lancers into formation. Abruptly, the
barbarians turn their mounts and begin to ride back northward along the ridge line.

"They won't do that in the spring," Nytral prophesies as he turns his nmount and eased up beside
Lorn. "And they'll have nore."

Lorn has few doubts about that.

"We should wait, ser. Make sure they're well along."

"Cood idea. That will let the wagons catch up, too."

"Wagons... w sh the firewagons and the paved roads came out this far,'
| eader. "We'd get nore supplies faster.”

Lorn |l aughs. "No, we wouldn't. They'd just nove us farther north, then."

mur mur s the squad

"Probably right about that." Nytral shakes his head, his eyes still on the riders headed
nort hwar d.

After a nonent, Lorn says, "Oh... Nytral. There's a lancer back there, about the third back on
the left. Tall fellow, but he's swaying in the saddle. Mght be sick... or sonething worse."

Nytral |ooks at Lorn. "That be Beryt. Used to be a squad |leader. He |likes the nalt too mnuch,
ser."

"But he fights well out where there isn't any ale or brew?"

Nytral smiles. "Yes, ser. One of the best."

Lorn nods, then readjusts the white garrison cap, still watching the barbarians as they dw ndl e
from sight.

XXI'

The road clinbs over a low rise between two hills, running westward. Fromthe saddl e of the white
mare, Lorn can see a long and shall ow vall ey ahead, one with nore than a handful of Cyadoran-style
brick dwellings dotting the eastern end of the valley, all with thin plumes of smpke rising
through the cold air toward the cloudl ess green-blue sky overhead. The only trees are the
i nfrequent and scraggly scrub cedars.

"There you are, ser," said Nytral. "Isahl's at the far west end. Be a bit afore we can see the
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out post . "

"W haven't seen that many farms until now, " Lorn says, hoping Nytral will offer nore
i nformati on or opinion

"Ha! Woul dn't see any here, except that they're all welcone in the walls if the raiders did
conme. They won't though. Not while Sub-Mjer Brevyl's here."

"How many | ancers are assigned here?"

"Don't tell me that, ser, not in figures, but we got five conpanies, and that's ten squads.
When we're all lined up in formation-happens once in a while-I counted near-on tenscore, and that
didn't take in the cooks and such.”

"That should allow plenty of patrols."

"Not that nany. Figure you need a conpany for a recon patrol; and a conpany to deal with a
smal | raider band, and near-on everyone if all the barbarians in a tribe join a raid."

"Does that happen often?" Lorn leans forward and pats the nmare on the neck

"Afull-tribe raid? Nah... not nore than once every few years, if that. Once three summers
afore last, but it was dry in the north. Figure they were hungry... or sonething."

"The raids, have they been happening for years? Or just in recent tinmes?"

"Long tinme. Once heard Commander Thi ataphi say he'd been an undercaptain out here. You tell ne
how many years that is, ser." Nytral |aughs.

"More than a few " About fifty cubits back fromthe road, on both sides, Lorn notes the even
irrigation ditches, brick-lined, and the niniature dans and sl uice gates designed to channel the
water to the fields, though the ditches are enpty under the winter sun. "The barbarians try to
tear the irrigation systens?”

"No. Mostly, they're after wonen and weapons, and horses-and whatever |ancers they can kil
while they're at it." Nytral |apses into silence.

Lorn | ooks northward as they pass a honestead, one with a house that could have been dropped
into the outskirts of Cyad or Syadtar, with its green ceramc privacy screen before the front
door, privacy hedges in the rear of the dwelling, and green shutters. The two outbuil di ngs are of
brick, but larger than those Lorn has seen el sewhere in Cyador. The one barn is nearly a hundred
cubits long and twenty high-at the top of its tiled roof.

Even after riding two kays into the valley, Lorn has to squint against the glare of the late
afternoon sun for a tinme before he can make out the general outline of the outpost, far larger in
the ground it covers than the compound in Syadtar or the officers' training base in Kynstaar

After another kay or so, Nytral offers, "There, ser, you can see it better."

The outpost has been built around a hillock at the west end of the Iong and shallow valley. The
outer sunstone walls are a good eight cubits high and encl ose corrals, barns, and an inner wal
that holds an arnory, and several |ong barracks-all built of stone and roofed in tile. On the
| ower part of the hillside, Lorn can see both a raised water cistern and what appears to be a
spring with protective walls running fromthe spring to the arnory.

"Have the barbarians ever breached the walls?" asks the undercaptain

"Stories are that they killed nost of the first garrison, generations back. Enperor said it

woul dn't happen again... so they built Isahl to stop any attack. Patterned after Assyadt, except
the west Jeranyi haven't caused as nuch trouble in a few years. Anyway... no attacks... |eastw se,
haven't happened since."

Lorn nods.

A kay fromthe outpost, they turn northward onto a short road leading to the gates in the
approxi mate center of the southernnost east-west wall. There are four guards stationed at the

closed gates at the end of the road. Two stand outside the cl osed gates and two above them on the
| ow parapets. Al four watch as the Lorn and the replacenment |ancers approach

Nytral gl ances at Lorn.

Lorn rides toward the gate alone, offers the seal ring for inspection to the square-faced and
ol der guard who steps forward. "Undercaptain Lorn'alt... reporting to Sub-Majer Brevyl wth
suppl i es and repl acenment |ancers."

"Good to see you, ser." The sentry steps back, and the gates sw ng open

Once inside the extensive outer walls, which could only stop a snall raiding party or
di scourage a | arger band of barbarians, Lorn can see nore clearly the second i nner wall that

surrounds the main compound, set at the base of the low hill perhaps a third of a kay northward.
The inner gates, while guarded by a hal fscore of lancers, are open. One steps forward.
" Ser ?"

"Yes?" answers Lorn politely.
"Being as you're new, the sub-mgjer'd be seeing you afore you go to quarters.
orderly's voice is firm if high

The young
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"Where do | go?" asks Lorn politely.

"The corner tower in the right... where there's a guard at the door. There's a hitching post
there.”

"Thank you." Lorn nods his head, then urges the mare forward.

A lancer with the double slashes of a senior squad | eader on his sleeves appears fromthe
barracks building closest to the gate, his eyes lighting on Nytral. "Nytral's back! Even brought
some wagons."

Lorn glances at Nytral. "You can settle things while | report to the sub-mgjer?"
"Yes, ser. They'll be fine."

"Thank you."

"My job, ser."

Lorn guides the mare to the right, toward the tower that indeed has a single guard standi ng by
t he square-arched doorway. There, he disnounts and ties the mare to the unused hitching post, then
steps forward toward the |ancer

"Through the door, ser. Kielt will see to you, ser."

"Thank you." Lorn steps out of the mld but chilly wind and into the narrow corridor. A dozen
cubits down the corridor yet another |ancer sits at a snmall table beside a closed door

Lorn steps forward and offers the seal ring to the lancer. "Undercaptain Lorn' alt reporting for
duty." The formality of the words sounds al nbst ponpous to Lorn, but he waits.

"One nmonent, ser." The bearded ol der | ancer slips through the door and closes it.

He returns al nost immediately. "Sub-Mjer Brevyl will see you now, ser." The |lancer holds the
anci ent but spotless white oak door for Lorn to enter the sub-majer’'s study.

"Thank you, Kielt." Lorn ignores the slight flicker of the lancer's eyes and steps through the
door.

The study is not large for an officer who comands an outpost as |large as |Isahl, for the room
is less than fifteen cubits by ten, and contains but a table-desk, a single scroll case, the
wooden arnchair from which Brevyl rises, and four armnl ess straight-backed wooden chairs that face
the desk. There are two other chairs in the corners. H gh windows on the wall behind the desk
of fer the sole source of outside light, although two wall sconces contain unlit oil |anps.

Sub- Maj er Brevyl is a short and slender nman, half a head shorter than Lorn, with a thin white
brush nustache. Hi s short-cut white hair is thick, and his green eyes donminate fine features and
an even nose.

"Ser, Undercaptain Lorn"alt." Lorn offers the order scroll to the sub-mgjer

Brevyl lays the scroll on the corner of the desk, unopened. "Please sit down, Undercaptain. It
is along ride from Syadtar." He pauses, then asks, as Lorn seats hinself. "Did you see any
bar bari ans al ong the road?"

"One group, ser. They were about a kay away, and they turned north when they saw us."

"Too bad they didn't get closer.” Awy snile crosses the sub-majer's face as he picks up the
scroll, unrolls it, and sits down to read through it. After a nonment, he |ooks at Lorn, all traces
of a smile vanishing fromhis face. "Do you know why you're here, Undercaptain Lorn"alt?"

"Because there's nowhere else | can be," Lorn says evenly. "Except perhaps Penedra or the
Accursed Forest."

"Or Inividra in the spring or fall," adds the sub-majer. "And you'll see all four before you
make nmajer. Wthout returning to Cyad except on | eave between assignnents." He pauses. "Doesn't
seem exactly fair, does it?"

Lorn waits, attentively.

"I'd i ke an answer, Undercaptain."

"What's considered 'fair' has to defer to what is necessary for the well-being of Cyad, ser."

A frown replaces the bluff humoring | ook on the sub-mgjer's face. "I didn't ask for a student
answer, Undercaptain."”
"Absolute loyalty is required of both I ancers and the Magi'i, ser. Any |lancer seeking to becone

a magus or any student nmagus seeking to becorme a | ancer conmes from outside and has to denonstrate
both ability and absolute loyalty."

"You're testing nmy patience."

Lorn represses a sigh. "Ser, it's not fair. It can't be fair, and you know that, and | know
that. Ser... what do you want from nme?"

Brevyl smiles, crookedly. "Just that. The reasons don't matter. The politics don't matter. Your
background and obvi ous education don't nmatter. Al that matters is that you know that you'll get
the nastiest assignments you can handle. They won't be nmore than you can handl e because t hat
wast es | ancers and endangers other officers. Are you up to that, Undercaptain?"

"I don't know, ser. | think | am but what | do is what counts."

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200{%20Cyador.txt (45 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

"You' re honest, Undercaptain Lorn. Let's hope you' re as good as you think you are. You'll ride
patrols for the first four eightdays with Zandrey. You'll be the second-in-conmand, and that neans
you do exactly what he says-unless the barbarians get him You d better nmake sure they don't,
because you don't know dung about the way they operate."

"Yes, ser."

"You listen and you ask questions, quietly and when there aren't any rankers around. You carry
out Zandrey's orders and learn all you can. It won't be as nuch as you should know, but it mnight
be enough if you work hard and learn fast. Do you understand?"

"Yes, ser."

"No..." Brevyl shakes his head. "All undercaptains just think they understand. On your way out,
tell Kielt to set you up on the officers' level of the barracks, and then go find Zandrey. He's
not on patrol today. He'll be here sonmewhere."

"Yes, ser."

"Formality is fine, Undercaptain. Ability and luck count nore."

Lorn waits, deciding against another polite response.

"At least you listen." Brevyl snorts. "Go get yourself settled. Zandrey's next patrol is the
day after tonorrow. "

"Yes, ser. By your |eave, ser."

Brevyl gives a dism ssive nod, and Lorn stands, offers a slight bow, and turns. He closes the
door behind him

Qutside, Kielt waits, standing beside his table.

"The sub-najer said that | was to ask you about being set up on the officers' level of the
barracks. "

"Very good, ser." Kielt rings the handbell on the table, turning as another |ancer appears. "If
you woul d take over, Rueggr?"

Rueggr nods once.

Lorn follows Kielt out of the brick-walled tower. Now that the sun has dropped behind the
hills, the wind sweeping out of the north is chill, and he is glad of the w nter jacket.

XX |

The officers' study at Isahl contains several flat tables that can serve as desks, as well as a
good half score of battered arm ess oak chairs. The polished stone floors are largely covered with
worn green wool rugs that take the chill fromthe stone and nuffle the sound of boots. The south
wi ndows are high, but large, and on a long table against the snoboth stones of the north wall are
ei ght | arge strongboxes, each with a cupridiumlock. Each has a bronze plate on it with the nane
of a conpany. Lorn's conpany is Fifth Conpany, and the bronze key to his lock is fastened inside
his green web officer's belt.

He sits on the opposite side of a table from Captain Zandrey. Zandrey is bl ack-haired, brown-
eyed and stocky. Like nost |ancer officers, he is clean-shaven, but in the afternoon light, his
dark beard is beginning to show. "Sub-Majer Brevyl has decided that Nytral will be your conpany
squad | eader. Each squad is a score, and there's a squad | eader for each."

Lorn nods, wondering if it had taken a pronotion for Nytral to agree to serve under Lorn. He
al nrost shook his head. Nytral could have been ordered to serve. WAs the pronotion to encourage

Nytral ?
"You | ook skeptical, Lorn."
"No, ser. | just wondered about Nytral's pronotion." Lorn tries to nake his voice as guil el ess

as possi bl e.

"He was overdue, actually." Zandrey snort. "Runor has it that he asked to serve under you, and
Brevyl was so surprised that the nman volunteered for anything that he pronoted himon the spot."

"He seens to know a lot," Lorn ventures.

"He does, nore than nost of the senior squad | eaders, but he says what he believes, and sone
of ficers and other squad | eaders are |ess than pleased with his attitude."

"Right now, that's fine with ne." Lorn nods. "Wat about the patrol tonorrow? What exactly do
we do?"

"Patrol." The captain |laughs. "We'll ride northward, |ooking for barbarians or signs that
they' ve been around. We night see sone, and we m ght not, but they' Il know we've been |ooking. The
one thing that is certain is that when we don't patrol, there are nore raids."

"Nytral said that the barbarians were nostly after wonen, weapons, and nounts."

"He's nmostly right, but they' |l sonetimes take children, and sonetines silvers and golds, if a
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honest eader has any."

Lorn frowns.

"You wonder why anyone |ives out here? Sinple. They don't have any choice. Thieves, sw ndlers,
and people who've failed the Enpire-if they haven't killed anyone, they can choose to honestead
beyond the great highways for a score of years. Sonme like it and stay. OQthers | eave, but sonetines
they work a deal with sonmeone in Syadtar-turn it over to a younger son or a troubl emaker who's
headed for worse. Anyway, we're here to protect themas well as the towns and cities farther

south. Strange, when you think about it... protecting fol ks who've forfeited the Enperor's
justice." Zandrey shrugs. "Can't question too rmuch here, or you'll end up questioning your own
mnd. "

"I's there anything about the barbarian tactics?"

"Tactics? Mst wouldn't know a tactic if it walked up with a cuprid-ium blade and cut them out
of the saddle."

"That woul d seemto make them unpredictabl e.

"I wouldn't say that," replies the captain. "They're direct-like a big iron hamrer. And there
is one thing you can count on with the barbarians. They don't believe in doing anything that's not
honorabl e." Zandrey's word were dry. "In two years here, |'ve never seen an anbush. They don't
attack at night, or in the rain or snow. They ride at you, but they don't cluster, and they don't
try to pick off officers. They also don't back off attacking officers. Any Cyadoran is |ike any
other, and they hate us all."

Lorn wonders why. From what he knows of history, the hatred nakes no sense, and that means he
doesn't know enough of history or that the barbarians are irrational. Sonmehow, he thinks that the
history is nore suspect than the barbarians' rationality.

Zandrey stands and stretches. "Go over your squad rosters until you know the nanes. Last thing
you need to be doing on patrol is trying to remenber names. It's hard enough to match names to
faces at first."

Lorn stands and replies. "Yes, ser.

"And you' |l need to check the firelances in the norning, each one as it's issued."

Lorn nods.

"See you at dinner."

Lorn waits until Zandrey turns before letting an ironic smle cross his face. Are all the
out casts on the northern border? He shakes his head before turning to head toward the stable to
check on both his mare and his conpany's nounts.

XXI'V

Under thick gray clouds, the nmist seens to billow out of the north and across the brown grass of
the endless hills. Although it is near m d-day, the clouds and nist give the inpression of
twilight. The m st droplets congeal on the back of Lorn's neck and then roll in tiny rivulets down
his back under the white oiled | eather of his wi nter jacket.

Lorn shifts fromone leg to the other, putting his weight on one stirrup, then the other. He
hal f-stands in the stirrups, just trying to stretch his |egs.

They are less than twenty kays north of Isahl, and in another world. The patrol travels a
narrow clay path on the north side of a valley that holds little besides a small brackish | ake
they had passed earlier, and a handful of scattered earth-brick dwellings and barns. The dwellings
are scarcely that, without privacy screens or glass in the wi ndows. Rough cut and oil ed shutters,
of ten pieced together fromold boards, are swing cl osed agai nst the danp and chill. The thin Iines
of snoke fromthe chimmeys are lost in the gray of the clouds and mist.

The only living creatures visible besides the lancers and their nmounts are the sheep of a
single small herd-grayish | unps agai nst the brown grass-beyond the |ast barn on the south side of
t he road.

So far, the only tracks in the road are those of the patrol and of a single cart that has |eft
span-deep ruts in the clay-like nud that has al nost frozen

Lorn gl ances a hal f-kay or so ahead, where Zandrey | eads the Third Conpany, then back along his
conmpany's two squads. For the nonent, Nytral rides with Shofirg-the Second squad' s | eader. Beside
Lorn is another ol der |ancer, Dubrez, whose bearded face hol ds a dourness that has been unchanged
since the patrol began the day before.

The road slowy curves northward at the west end of the valley, rising to pass between two
slightly lower hills, where they are a handful of scrub cedars, a few bushes and nostly taller
gr ass.
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"This place have a name?" Lorn finally asks Dubrez.
"This valley? Not that | know, ser. Mst don't, not proper-like. This one's the valley with the

sour |ake. Next is the one with the burned-out house. That sort of thing..." Dubrez | apses into
si | ence.

Lorn shifts the reins fromhis right hand to his left, flexing his fingers, trying to warmthem
i nside thick white gloves that keep out the worst of the chill-but not all of it.

Cold and fat droplets of rain splat against |lancers and their nounts, just enough to cover both
with a thin sheet of water, before the cold rain ceases, and is in turn replaced by the finer
droplets of the seenmngly endl ess mist.

"How often are we likely to run across barbarians?" Lorn asks the squad | eader quietly.

"Don't, ser. Not inwinter." Durbrez to the hills to their right. "Up there, probably a few

now. O could be. W don't patrol, and in an eight-day, there'll be raiders in nost of these
valleys. Wntertinme... they don't want to fight, and it be too cold for themto stay out too |ong
and guess where we'll be. W patrol... they watch sonme. W don't patrol-they raid. Dung-eaters..

every last one of '"em" The squad | eader grunts and is silent.

Lorn studies the colum ahead, and the faint puffs of white comng fromthe |ancers' nounts,
wondering if any raids take place during the winter, or if the patrols are just to keep the
| ancers in shape.

"Be sone raids," Dubrez adds, as if he has thought about his earlier words. "Sone raiders
desperate... maybe two or three every winter... not like the spring and sumer and fall, though."
Three or four raids-and those are considered as insignificant? Lorn | ooks northward at the

dar keni ng cl ouds.

XXV

As he half-listens to Nytral, on yet another patrol, Lorn studies the road and the west end of the
val l ey they are about to | eave. The road curves northward, again rising into the | owest point
between two hills. Directly to Lorn's right, there is a sheep path or trail that angles eastward
through two switchbacks and over the hill, probably into the next valley in what seens an endl ess
series of hills and interlocked valleys. The cold wind is scarcely nore than a breeze, but it
still chills Lorn's ears, despite the winter garrison cap with the ear-flaps.

"...just can't ever tell, ser... might be a raid now .. might not be one for eightdays,"
declares Nytral, as he rides beside Lorn in the chill, gray, and sunless afternoon. Wth the | ast
of his words, the senior squad | eader offers a shrug.

Lorn nods faintly at the phrases he has heard nore than a few tines over the past three
ei ghtdays, then glances northward at the sound of hoofs thudding on the frozen clay of the road. A
| ancer gall ops southeast fromthe Third Conpany toward Lorn and Nytral, steam puffing fromhis
mount's nostrils.

"Never can tell, ser, but that'd be looking like a raid the scouts found."

Not about to second-guess his senior squad | eader, Lorn just keeps riding until the |lancer
reins up.

"Ser... there's raiders over the hill, spoiling a herder's place. Captain Zandrey's orders be
for your conpany to ride the path there, along the ridge, and then start down toward the herder's
pl ace. Says you be making noise so as to spook 'emout along the road, and that's where he'll be."

"Tell Captain Zandrey that we'll be following his orders."

"Yes, ser." The |l ancer offers a head bow, then turns his nount.

Lorn glances at Nytral, who smles crookedly.

"Fifth Conpany! We're taking that sheep trail-two abreast!" Lorn orders.

"Yes, ser!" answers Dubrez, the squad | eader riding directly behind Lorn.

“I'"ll ride back and tell Shofirg, ser," offers Nytral

Lorn nods as he guides his mount northward across the brown grass toward the trail that begins
perhaps a hal f-kay northward of the road. The frozen brown grass crackl es under the mare's hoofs,
and a few nmurnmurs drift to Lorn on the light cold wi nd.

.they get the road... we clinb goat paths...'

"...leastwise... undercaptain's up front..."
"...supposed to be there..."
The trail is steeper and narrower than it had appeared fromthe road, so that the lancers ride

single file. The sound of hoofs scrabbling on the frozen clay m xes with the nunbl es of |ancers,
pi tched | ow enough that Lorn can no | onger distinguish anything but the general tone of
di ssati sfaction. He glances back, but the Third Conpany has vani shed into the pass between the two
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hills.

The wind is stronger nearer the crest of the hill, and when Lorn finally reaches the top and is
about to | ook down on the next valley, the chill gusts alnbst take his breath away. Bel ow themthe
sheep path neanders downhill through a series of switchbacks to a small valley, an oval no nore

than two kays across at the wi dest point and | ess than four kays along its east-west length. A
single clunp of buildings set beside a long pond are the only sign of settlenent-except for the
dozen or so horsenen reined up outside the [argest building, while other figures scurry around a
| ong and narrow sod barn

Lorn urges the mare into a slightly faster wal k, the best he dares on the steep and hard ground
of the path. Hs eyes flick fromthe path to the holding, and then to the line of |ancers that
foll ows himdown the slope.

Nytral and Lorn have reached the second sw tchback on the way down the northern side of the
hill when screams reach themcarried on the Iight wind. Lorn | ooks westward toward where the road
enters the valley, but the undercaptain cannot see Zandrey's conpany, and he wonders where the
Third Conpany m ght be, since taking the road surely had to have been qui cker than crossing a
frozen field and then clinbing and descending the hill

One of the raiders gestures, as if to note Lorn's conpany of |ancers, but none of the raiders
seemto stop their depredations-and anot her scream wavers through the chill air.

"Bastards, they are. Every last one of '"em" nunbles Nytral

"They know we can't reach them quickly." Lorn still |ooks for Zandrey, but cannot see the Third
Conpany anywhere. |Is there a bridge down... or another group of raiders? O is Zandrey going to
l et Lorn make the first attack?

As the last of the Fifth Conpany descends the path, finally lining up in formation, and begins
its advance, the barbarians suddenly nmount and begin to ride westward-away from Lorn

"They're running!" comes a yell from behind Lorn

"For now," counters Nytral. "Hold formation!"

"Hold formation!"™ Lorn orders as well.

As the Fifth Conmpany reaches a flatter area of brown grass perhaps five hundred cubits south of
the m dpoint of the Iong pond, a series of flashes appears to the west-flashes of firel ances.

Lorn conceals a frown. Has Zandrey been waiting beyond the lowrise all along-letting the
hol ders be killed and tortured-until Lorn charged the raiders into anbush?

"Third Conpany's got 'em"

"Hold formation!™ Nytral orders again.

As his Mrror Lancers near the holding itself, Lorn studies the ground, noting the cl oseness of
the earthen di ke that holds back the waters of the shallow pond, and the narrow space between the
northern end of the pond, and the steeper hills that define the northern side of the valley.

The firelances of the Third Conpany flash again, and am d the flashes cone the screans- of
mount s- not of mnen.

Close to half a score of the raiders wheel their mounts and turn away from Zandrey's
firel ances, heading toward the northeast, as if to circle the frozen and narrow pond that extends
al nost a half-kay to the north, even though it was created by an earthen di ke no nore than four
cubi ts high.

Lorn glances at the raiders' course, and then at the pond, and the orders seem obvious, so
obvi ous that his words seem ponderous and sl ow. "Dubrez! Take your squad around that pond! On the
far sidel™

"Yes, ser!" Dubrez offers Lorn the first smle the undercaptain has seen fromthe dour veteran

"We' || take this side in case they turn," Lorn tells Nytral

"Best send a half-score along the edge of the pond on this side," suggests Nytral

"I't's that shal |l ow?"

"Yes, ser."

"Do it!"

"Shofirg!" bellows Nytral. "Take a half-score on this side of the pond, up toward the north
end. "

"Yes, ser!"

"We'll take the rest down this side."

Lorn, Nytral, and the remaining half-score of Shofirg's squad quick-trot southward al ong the
sout hern and western edge of the |Iong pond. They near the holding buildings and ride toward the
mel ee that now seens to involve all of Zandrey's conpany and all the raiders except the handfu
that had already fled

Suddenly, two nore riders in |eathers turn their nmounts fromthe nelee and begin to gallop
toward the pond, headi ng eastward and al nost directly in front of Lorn and the half squad that
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rides behind him As the pair sees the small squad, they veer nore toward Lorn's right, trying to
ri de between the |lancers and the frozen pond.

Lorn turns the mare nearly due north and urges her into a gallop, half aware that Nytral and
the other ten riders have fallen back nmonentarily.

As they race eastward, the two raiders lean forward in their saddles, yet nmanage to draw | ong
bl ades that glisten like order death, even while spurring their nounts toward the | ow enbanknent
that forms the south side of the pond. Lorn |leans forward, giving the nare her head.

Both raiders rein up, and seeing the single | ancer officer, turn and charge Lorn.

Wth a cold snmile, Lorn reins up the mare. By the tine she has halted, the raiders are |ess
than a hundred cubits fromhim and closing rapidly. He pulls his own firelance fromthe hol der
and levels it at the left rider of the pair.

Hssst! The reddi sh-white chaos-bolt bisects the barbarian chest-high

Hssst! The second bolt takes the right shoul der and the head of the second raider.

The two raider mounts slowto a walk, as if hanmpered by the linp figures slunping in their
saddl es.

"...order dung!"

"...never seen an officer do that..."

Lorn hears the coments, but keeps the lance |eveled for a few nonents | onger before flicking
the fire stud to the safety position and replacing the weapon in its holder. The acrid and
metallic scent of chaos fills his nostrils for a nonent, then is carried off by a gust of cold
wind. He turns the mare slowy as Nytral and the rest of the squad rein up. "Have soneone get
t hose nounts.”

"Ah... yes, ser." The senior squad | eader gestures. "Get the nmounts!"
"Yes, ser!"
Nytral's face is stiff, not quite pale, as he |l ooks at his undercaptain. "Ser... that nust 'a

been a good hundred cubits.”

"Mre like seventy."” Lorn knows his smile is |opsided, knows that he should have waited unti
the riders were closer. "M ght have been a bit |ucky."

"...once... luck... not twice..."

Nytral's eyes go to the |ancer whose voice had carried, and the eight |ancers all close their
mout hs. The remaining two farther east, |eading back two riderless nounts.

Lorn I ooks to the northeast, where the flashes of firelances have died away. He gestures toward
Nytral. "Let's make sure everything's right with Dubrez and Shofirg."

"Fol l ow the undercaptain!”™ Nytral orders.

Lorn lets the nare wal k evenly back eastward al ong the sout hern side of the pond.

Dubrez and his squad are formed up at the northeast end of the iced-over pond. Shofirg and the
hal f squad he had taken have already joined with Dubrez's squad, and Shofirg offers a head bow to
Lorn as the undercaptain nears. Lorn returns the gesture. After searching the dead raiders,
several lancers mount hurriedly, wthout |ooking in Lorn's direction

One lancer's saddle is enpty-or rather two | ancers are strapping a | ancer's body across it. Two
other lancers are tying seven nounts into a tieline of sorts. Three other nounts are | oping
northward, the steam of their breath | ost against the frosted brown of the hills.

"Stopped 'emall, ser. Fought |ike black angels, but did 'emno good." Dubrez gestures. "Cot
some nmounts, too. Leastw se, good for cart horses or the knackers."

"I imagine the sub-majer will decide that," Lorn says. "You did a good job."

"What we're here to do, ser." Dubrez pauses. "Any come your way, ser?"

"Just two," Lorn answers. "W stopped them You and your nen did the hard work." He gestures
toward the southwest. "Let's head back to the honestead there and join up with the Third Conpany."

"Yes, ser."

"Four abreast!" orders Nytral.

"Colum by fours!" echo Shofirg and Dubrez.

"Captured nmounts to the rear," adds Nytral

For a tine, the only sounds are those of the nounts' heavy breathing and their hoofs on the
frozen ground

"Are the raiders always like that in the winter?" asks Lorn

"Pretty much, ser." answers Nytral. "They'Il run if they can, and fight if they can't. In the
spring and summer, they fight. Don't ever seemto run then."

Lorn nods, his eyes searching the area to the west, but the slight rise beyond the hol ding
bl ocks any view of the Fifth Conpany, and there are no flashes that would indicate the use of
firel ances.

As they ride westward, past the dike and the end of the stock pond-if that is what it is-Lorn
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studi es the buildings of the holding. The door of the house hangs crookedly on one iron strap

hi nge, and a single figure in gray lies beside the door. Lorn cannot tell whether the corpse is a

man or a wonman. Anot her dark-haired figure lies on a bale of hay beside the barn door. That figure
is of agirl, one not yet a wonan, all clothes ripped off her. Lorn swallows as he sees the slash

across her throat. He swal | ows again.

As they reach the west side of the holding, beyond the barn, Lorn can see over the rise where
the Third Conpany has fornmed up. Zandrey's lancers are wal king their nmounts toward the hol di ng and
Lorn's conpany.

As the captain sees Lorn and his conpany, Zandrey gestures for the Fifth Conpany to halt.

"Halt them" Lorn tiredly tells Nytral

"Conpany halt!" orders Nytral

"Squad halt," echo Shofirg and Dubrez.

Zandrey rides up toward Lorn, and Lorn continues toward the captain. Both officers rein up with
| ess than a score of cubits between their nounts.

Lorn's eyes are flat, cold, as he waits for the senior officer to speak

"Good job!" boons Zandrey. "Not a one got away. Mobst of the tine, we can't do that with one
conpany, and sone escape."

Lorn nods.

"You did just the right thing in charging themtoward us," Zandrey continues. "Too bad about
t he peasant hol ders, but if we'd have charged before you got down the hill, nost of the raiders
woul d have escaped."

The wi nd whi nes, and the chill drops around Lorn. He glances up to see that, sometinme during

the fighting, the sun has dropped behind the hills to the west, and the cold of winter in the

G ass Hills had returned.
"We' || overnight here,

and the squad | eaders."
Lorn nods, unwilling to speak for the moment, his thoughts on the dark-haired, dead herder girl

Zandrey says. "Barn's big enough for the nen, and the dwelling for us

not that nmuch younger than his own sister Myryan... and the charge that Zandrey had never
consi dered naki ng.
XXVI

In the dimess of his cold quarters, under the flane of a single lanp, Lorn sits on the edge of
the narrow bed, holding a green-silvered book, marvelling at the clarity of the angled characters
that date back to the founders. The cover remains pristine, unmarked, its silver shifting from one
faint shade of green to another as he turns it in his hands. Wth all he has had to |learn, and the
tiredness that cones fromthat and seeningly endless riding, he has read little. He | ooks at the
back cover, but it too is untouched by tinme.

Yet the slimvolume is mssing two pages, and Lorn suspects that one would have been a title
page and the other woul d have born the nanme of the witer, for there are no inscriptions anywhere
within it that say when the book was witten or for what purpose or by whom There are no nunbers,
no strange cursives or codes. There are just the poens, and no one in Cyad wites poens, not
publicly, not that Lorn knows. And no one has in generations, at |east not poens shared beyond a
famly or a lover, and not that there is any restriction on witing them It is just not done.

Hs lips curl. Just as it is not witten that a student mage who is not properly reverentia
shal |l not becone a full nage.

He fingers the pages of the book again. He can scarcely see where the cuts had been made to
renmove the pages, and the material of each page seens stronger than shinmrercloth. No knife he
knows woul d cut such tough naterial so cleanly. But the pages have been renoved.

He opens the volune, alnost at random He has pronmised to read it, every page. He knows Ryalth
must have had a reason, a reason well beyond sentinent, for though she has feelings, those
enmotions will not betray her.

He reads the words on the page before himonce. Sonehow, unspoken, they are not satisfactory.
He murnurs them softly as he reads them again

Al t hough the old lands are in ny heart,

in towers that anchored life with certain art,
in eyes that will not again see bold

the hills of Angloria or surf at Wnterhold,

| greet the coning evening, and the night,
proud purple fromthe strange and setting sun
and the towered ragged course that | have run
towers yet that hold the chaos of Ilife,

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200f%20Cyador.txt (51 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

and struggle with order's unending strife,
for endl ess nmay they hold our |ight
agai nst the |Iong and coning night.

Wirl ds change, I'mtold,
mrror silver to heavy gold,
and the new becones the old,
with the way the story's told.

Lorn shakes his head. The words, or nost of them are famliar, but hint at a meani ng beyond
the obvious. Yet Ryalth had asked a question when she had given himthe book. \Wat were the
Firstborn |ike?

WIIl the volume in his hands tell Lorn that?

The | ancer undercaptain slowy closes the ancient yet ageless volunme. He will read nore. In
time. He has years at |sahl. Years.

XXVI |

Despite the clear green-blue sky, and a bright sun nearly at its noon zenith, the wi nter w nd
whi stles out of the northeast, chilling Lorn's cheeks and ears, driving through the Iight earflaps
on his white winter garrison cap. A faint dusting of snow lies scattered on bare patches of ground
beyond the shoul der of the road and on the brown grass that stretches toward the lonely single hut
and barn to the south of the road that is less than a narrow cart track

The hoofs of the lancers' nounts clunk faintly on the frozen clay of the road that stretches
nort heast past the single stead toward a gap between two hills. Beyond those hills, according to
Nytral and the maps, lies another valley, one where three famlies raise bl ack-wol ed sheep and
sone few field crops.

Using his chaos senses, Lorn practices listening to the comments of the lancers in the first
conmpany behi nd him
...winter patrols..."

"...lot of riding... last eightday... first raiders all winter..."

"...probably the last, too..."

"...like that last winter... two bunches all winter... turned and rode away."

"...let the undercaptain hear that... or the sub-majer... be riding every patrol till you hit
the Steps."”

"...lancers don't hit the Steps to Paradise... get buried under "em.. Drext... even the
officers."

"Specially the officers." A low |augh foll ows.

Nytral, riding beside Lorn for the noment, turns in the saddle, and the nurnurs die away. The
only sounds are the | ow whistle of the wind, the whuffing of nounts, and the dull clunping of
hoofs on the frozen road.

Lorn snmiles at Nytral. "Oficers are the ones who send themout on winter patrols.”
"You hear nore than nost officers, ser. That'd not be always good."
"So long as | know what they think, and so long as | listen to you and ny own judgment, know ng

what they think is better than not know ng."

Nytral frowns nonmentarily.

One of the lancers earlier sent forward as a scout reappears on the road |leading to the gap in
the hills, but he rides southeast toward the Fifth Conpany with the neasured pace that indicates
he has found not hing di sturbing ahead. Since the patrol is but Lorn's second al one, the under-
captain is perfectly willing not to be riding into trouble with barbarian raiders.

"Looks good, ser," observes Nytral

"That's fine."

The scout turns his nount to ride beside Lorn, and Nytral guides his nount to the scout's
right.

"What did you find?" Lorn asks.

"Road's clear to the holding in the next valley, sers," the lancer reports. "No hoofprints on
the road or the grass. Herders are out sone, one or two, anyways."

"Cood," grunts Nytral. "What about fires... cookfires?"

"Fires fromnost of the chimeys, maybe all. Could snell sonething cooking."

Both Lorn and Nytral nod, nearly sinultaneously.

Once the columm, rising two abreast on the frozen road, reaches the | ow crest that overl ooks
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the next valley, Lorn again studies the valley, trying to fix the details in his mnd, hoping that
he can, and knowi ng that the nore he can retain, the better the chances for his success and
survival over the years ahead. On a slight rise in the mddle of the valley are dwellings
clustered together and surrounded by an earthen di ke tall enough to seem high fromwhere the
conpany rides nearly three kays away. The whitish snoke fromthe chimeys is blown into a low |line
that stretches fromthe northeast to the sout hwest.

"Cold as a trader's heart at tariff time it be, ser
his left.

"Or a lancer's blade in winter?" asks Lorn

"Col der'n a good | ancer's bl ade, ser."

Nytral |aughs once.

Lorn nerely nods.

Bel ow the crest, the road turns nore directly eastward, and they travel another kay before they
begin to near the earthworks in the center of the elongated oval valley. The earthworks are not
i nsubstantial for a small holding, rising a good six cubits above the |l evel ground, and close to
ni ne above the base of the shallow ditch on the outer side of the earthen wall.

"It wouldn't be easy for the barbarians to get over that," Lorn observes.

"Easy enough to clinb, but the old nman here was an archer for the Mrror Foot years back
Taught his kin."

"So the barbarians could clinmb over, but they'd have to | eave nounts behi nd, and a handful of
men and wonen with bows could pick off nmobst of thenf"

"Don't know as nobst, ser, but raiding parties are not often nore than two or three score, five
maybe sonetines, and they'd | ose maybe a score, and get little enough... some sheep, a woman or
two, maybe a young girl, and some flour and naize, and fewer nounts than they'd lose in a raid."”

A single herder stands by the open gate on the west end of the earthworks, apparently the sole
means of entry to the holding. The herder beckons toward the gate, and Lorn and Nytral guide their
mounts toward the man in the sheepskin jacket and | eather trousers.

"M ght as well bring your patrol inside the dike, sers," calls the herder

"Thank you,"” Lorn responds. As he rides through the open, but narrow, tinbered gate, Lorn notes
the huge pile of rocks on the top of the earthworks, and the chutes that woul d funnel those rocks
behi nd the gate. He shakes his head at the amount of effort behind the herders' defenses.

The single visible herd of sheep is clustered in a corral beside a long and | ow, sod-walled
barn, and the corral is well inside the earthen dike that protects the hol ding. The man who has
beckoned them al so wears a bul ky hat with heavy earflaps that Lorn nonentarily envies. The |oca
| unbers toward themas Lorn and Nytral-and the Fifth Conpany-rein up and wait.

"Greetings there, sers!"™ calls the herder. "Leastw se, you picked a sunny day to visit Ranis
End. "

"Greetings," Lorn returns.

"Hear tell that there were raiders west 'a here..." The white-bearded herder |ooks at Lorn but
briefly, then drops his eyes.

"There were," Lorn adnits. "They killed everyone in a holding. W caught and killed themall."

"AL?"

"Every |l ast one, and the undercaptain killed two hinself," snaps Nytral

The herder shivers, a gesture visible despite his heavy coat and hat. "Cone spring, their
kin'Il ride for blood."

"They ride for blood anyway," Nytral points out, a harsh laugh follow ng his words. "This
springtime, there'll be fewer riding."

"Fewer raiders are always better for us-specially for the herds."

"They pick of f ani mal s?"

"Last tinme they cane into the dike, they | ost near-on a score. W |ost not a soul." The herder
shrugs. "Be five years back or so. Figure they'll be forgetting afore too |Iong."

"Their nenories aren't that long," Nytral agrees.

Lorn glances at the lancers of his company, sensing their cold and inpatience, then | ooks
directly at the herder, waiting.

As he receives the long searching glance of the undercaptain, the white-bearded herder clears

of fers Dubrez, riding behind Lorn and to

his throat, once, twice, before finally speaking. "Sers... we be a poor folk not to offer..
but... we be not wealthy, either. But bread and sone nutton stew we could spare for you and your
men. "

Lorn glances at Nytral, catching the minute nod. "W would wel cone that, but only what you can
spare." He pauses, then adds, "and perhaps the use of your barn to |l et them warmthensel ves before
we ride on."
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"M ght as have to take turns, sers... with two score mounts...." The herder offers a crooked
grin. "But seeing as we're glad to have a patrol now and again...."

"And you'd like us to cone back a lot nore in the spring?" Lorn grins. The herder grins back
"Can't say as any of us'd mind such."

"We' || accept your hospitality, herder-but only for a bit." Lorn nods to Nytral

"First squad... you'll eat and warmfirst! Shofirg, have "emfollow the herder! Second
squad. . ."

Lorn renmains in the saddle, waiting to eat and warm hinself with Dubrez's squad. H's eyes | ook
to the frozen hills that barely seemto rise above the earthworks of Ramis End, the Gass Hills
that shelter all too many barbarians, he fears.

XXVI

Lorn sits at the corner desk in the officers' study, the one in the northwest corner-where the
chill and the wind seep in around the high wi ndow overhead and plunmet down to nmake it the col dest
spot in the room Even the lowfire, fed by both dried dung and the peat dug by the | ancers on
disciplinary duty, fails to lift all the chill out of the study.

The undercaptain reads over the words of his last report, ignoring the drafty chill at his back
and upon his neck, wanting to ensure that Overcaptain Chyorst and Sub-Mjer Brevyl will have
little to criticize-or at least as little as Lorn can nanage.

... The valleys to the west of Ramis End showed no sign of raiders, and the people there had not
reported seeing any barbarians in the past four eightdays..

... Two nmounts were |amed frombeing ridden and slipping on the icy surface of the road beyond
Eryutn...

Lorn | ooks down at the words again and frowns, then glances at the notes he had jotted down at
the end of each day of patroling. There should be nore to report, but he can think of nothing,
nothing to convey the chill and the enpty kays that had foll owed one after another as the Fifth
Conpany has ridden patrol after patrol for the past four eightdays. One raid nore than five
ei ght days before, and enpty roads and enpty hills ever since.

As the chill of a screeing glass sweeps over him Lorn freezes nonentarily, then | ooks at the
report he holds once nore, studying it until the unseen inner chill passes. That chill is clearly
not felt by any but him and certainly not by the three captains clustered around the next desk,
sharing several bottles of wine that one has brought back fromhis mdw nter furlough-a | uxury
Lorn will not see until after his first conplete year at |sahl

Lorn half-hears their words as he | ooks up fromthe |last words of the report that will go to
Sub- Maj er Brevyl in the norning.

"...that double patrol put a stop to their raids..."

"...can't do double patrols all the time... too nany areas don't get covered, and they'll know
it...." The squat and swarthy captain who replies to Zandrey's observation is Jostyn, an officer
Lorn knows only fromthe officers' dining hall

"Bar bari ans know too nuch," suggests Eghyr, a blond and rail-thin captain who al ways has a
snmile on his lips, but seldomin his eyes.

"They just watch, and when we go one way, they go the other." Zandrey takes a snmall sip from
the goblet, still nearly half full for all that the three have been drinking ever since dinner

"Lorn!" calls Jostyn, lifting a hand and beckoning to the undercaptain. "You can't wite
reports all night. Have a glass with us...."

"W'd like you to share sone of this Al afraan," adds Zandrey nore tenperately. "W don't get it
that often, and it'll spoil by the tinme | get back frompatrol."

"You could leave it for us," counters Jostyn. "WArmus up with the col dest part of the w nter
yet to cone."

"Not the coldest," corrects Eghyr. "The |ongest, but not the col dest."

Lorn sets the report face down on his desk and pulls his chair over to the corner of the desk
where the three are seated

"Lorn will enjoy his first glass nore than you'll enjoy your fifth," says Zandrey with a | augh
pouring a gobl et he has produced from sonmewhere half-full and handing it to the undercaptain.

"Thank you." Lorn takes the goblet with a smle, lifts it in salute to the three and takes a
very snmall swallow. The anber wine tastes warner than it is, with a hint of both pearappl es and
trilia... and something else that he cannot identify. "It's good."
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"Far better than what we usually get,"

"My uncle's a vintner in Escadr."

"If this is his wine, he is very good." Lorn has never heard of Escadr, and he had t hought he
knew nearly every town in Cyador

"He is good, even if no one's heard of Escadr. It's a tiny little town south and east of Biehl-
not all that far fromthe rugged part of the Grass Hlls way to the northwest," explains Zandrey.
"And | tell everyone that because no one's ever heard of it."

"He said the sane thing when he offered the first bottle," interjects Eghyr.

Lorn nods and takes a second, smaller sip. The Alafraan is indeed excellent, far too good for a
Lancer outpost at the base of the Grass Hills.

"City lancers never appreciate a bottle of Alafraan,” nunbles Jostyn, cradling his goblet.
"Don't know what it is to ride a Patrol through the Grass Hills-or watch the white walls of the
Accursed Forest for sonme giant stun lizard or cat big enough to cross the wards and take cattle or
sheep. "

"You haven't patrolled the Accursed Forest." Eghyr |aughs gently, but coldly.

"Sasym di d. Saw both."

"He probably did, but he wasn't nuch good with a |l ance, and that's..
comment with a shrug.

conments Eghyr, "thanks to Zandrey."

Zandrey breaks off his

"You stay here for even a year, and you'll never be a city lancer again," says Jostyn, nodding
toward Lorn. "All of "emin Cyad... just city lancers."
"Not all," observes Eghyr. "Captain-Conmmander Luss'alt and Myj er- Commander Rynst'alt served in

every Grass Hills and Accursed Forest post."

Lorn does not ask how Eghyr knows, but resolves to be nost careful around the bl ond captain.

"Maybe that's why they're where they are," suggests Zandrey.

Eghyr casts a quick glance at the stocky Zandrey.

Zandrey's brown eyes reveal nothing as he lifts his goblet for another sip of the Al afraan, a
swal | ow that seenms far larger than it is.

"That's the big secret, you know," adds Jostyn, his words even nore slurred. "Mst |ancer
officers are city lancers... never spent any real tinme on the borders, never seen a barbarian
across the shimer of a blade...."

Lorn nods, but his eyes and attention are on Eghyr and Zandrey.

XXI X

The Enpress Ryenyel affixes the silver clips to her thick and dark red hair, hair too coarse by
the standards of Cyad had any one seen it closely or dared to conment upon it. She studi es her
freckled visage in the shimering cupridiummirror set in its silver stand upon the glistening
marbl e vanity before straightening. The half-length nmirror reveals a figure somewhat too full to
be called inmperially slim

She turns and wal ks from her robing chanber into the sal on where the Enperor waits, standing
before the long white divan in his silver audi ence robes.

Hi s eyes flicker appreciatively fromher to the divan.

She | aughs. "I doubt we have the noments for that, ny dear, but | thank you for an expression
dearer than words."

The slightest flush suffuses his face, then fades. "Wuld that there were nore such nonents,
Ryenyel . "

"I would wish such, also." She pauses. "You appear nobst inpressive, dear one. As always. Wat
audi ence awaits you this afternoon?"

The light wind that brings the early and warmspring air into the Palace of Light whispers
t hrough the hal f-open wi ndow, bringing the renewed fragrances of trilia and aramyd, and the
Enmperor Toziel glances past his consort toward the tinted panes of that eastern w ndow, the one
overl ooking the Quarter of the Magi'i. Hi s eyes focus on the chaos- and age-whitened granite
bui | di ngs, and he shakes his head ever so slightly. "I nust-we nust-again review the conditions of
trade with Hamor and Austra, and the pirate-traders of Hydlen and Lydiar. | have asked Chyenfe
for greater particulars about his... project... but particulars seemto turn to snoke when
inquire." Toziel |aughs ruefully.

"I take it that Rynst and Chyenfel still maneuver over the firelance that never was, and
attenpt to discover who mght be the current Hand," the Enpress nmurmurs as she steps forward and
ki sses her consort softly on his left cheek

"Or if the incident was caused by a renegade magus unreported by the Magi'i

Tozi el chuckl es.
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"Come... | need you to listen to the |atest innuendos and veiled threats."

"After these years of my acconpanying you, one would think he would know ny nodest role or who
the Hand m ght be...." the Enpress begins.

"He doubtless nust, but it is best not to mention the nanme, ny dear. Chyenfel can use a chaos
glass to see where he is not, and he reads |ips, and others nmay as well."

"I doubt he is that accurate, |ove. He does not ever talk about the chaos gl asses and their
accuracy, and he would do so if he dared.” A quirky snile appears on Ryenyel's lips.

"It is to his benefit, and ours, not to say al oud what his glass may show. " Toziel steps toward
the door that leads to the private corridor that will take themto the audi ence chanber, hol ding
it for her.

"So gallant... yet." Her smle is warmand affectionate.

"I amnmerely the Enperor. Chyenfel and Rynst are the gallant ones, striving to save Cyador from
eneni es without and within."

"And Chyenfel will present his facts nost carefully....” A snile crosses Ryenyel's generous
mout h. "Then Rynst will ask a few gentle but revealing questions, and Bluoyal will |ook at each
densely, as if their words nake no sense.”

Toziel smiles at his consort. "That is why you acconpany ne, and why the Hand nust renain in
t he shadows, for | need you both."

Their feet barely seemto brush the polished white stones of the corridor as they glide toward
t he audi ence chanber, preceded by a pair of Palace Guards and foll owed by a second pair. Al four
guards carry small firelances and, since they are not Mrror Lancers, wear green uniforns edged in
silver trim

The door opens as the Enperor and his consort approach the Lesser Audience Hall, then closes
behi nd them Toziel gracefully takes the scul pted nalachite and silver chair on the dais, while
Ryenyel seats herself in a silvered chair a pace back and to his right. The marble floor of the
audi ence hall glistens in the light that pours down fromthe high oval w ndows.

The three advisors wait-the gray-haired Rynst, Mjer-Comuander of the Mrror Lancers; the
al nost-delicate, but steel-willed and sun-eyed Chyenfel, H gh Lector and First Magus; and the
heavy-eyed and ponderous Bl uoyal, First Merchanter

Tozi el nods, then speaks. "Have each of you finished your investigations surroundi ng | ast
fall's murder of the outland trader?" The Enperor |ooks at Chyenfel

"An investigation cannot be termed conplete without a resolution," offers the High Lector. "The
weapon and its w el der have not been |ocated. The loss to the Treasury from having to purchase
goods fromthe Austrans has anpunted to nore than a thousand golds in less than a full season.”

"That would be a significant |oss over time, it is true, were it to continue," nuses the
Enperor, his fingers brushing his chin.

"Most significant," agrees Chyenfel

"What words night you add, Mjer-Comrander?" Toziel tilts his head toward the head of the
M rror Lancers.

"Every chaos weapon in the arnory has been accounted for-and so has every Lancer who has ever
carried one in Cyad, Your Mghtiness." Rynst smles. "Unlike every Magus."

I gnoring the faint enphasis on the word "Lancer," the Enperor of Light straightens in the
mal achite and silver chair.

"Ah..." Bluoyal clears his throat gently.
"Yes, Merchanter Advisor Bluoyal ?" The Enperor's baritone is clear, nmildly inquisitive.
"Ah..." Bluoyal extends a scroll. "I have taken the liberty of nmaking nmy own inquiries, and

trust that you will find them hel pful in considering the nost sagaci ous advice of the First Magus
and the Maj er-Conmander of Mrror Lancers."

Nei t her Rynst nor Chyenfel |ooks at the ol der nmerchanter. Toziel lets the guard at his left
hand take the scroll, which passes quietly to the Enpress, then lets his eyes fix on each of his
principal advisors in turn before speaking. "It would seemthat further investigations are
unlikely to result in farther progress.” Toziel smles broadly. "Should any new facts appear, |
will hear themgladly, but it would appear that after all these seasons, the nurder of the outl and
trader should be laid at the hands of unknown assail ants, perhaps snugglers or other outland
traders jealous of this Aljak's initial success in Cyad."

"Sire... that casts nuch disrepute upon the nmerchanters and the harbor guards,
Bl uoyal .

"Then |l et none say anything, and should anything appear, why then, we will know who sharpens
his blade." Toziel lifts both hands theatrically. "Enough." He |ooks at the First Magus. "High
Lector Chyenfel... how goes the effort with the Accursed Forest?"

"As we have informed you, we have created a replica of the sleep barrier-a snmall forest far to

suggest s
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the north where the method has been tried and met with great success."

"Except you do not know how |l ong those wards will hold." Toziel frowns, then erases the
expression as if it had not been

"That is true. But we have near-on a half-score of years of observation, and the barrier yet

hol ds. W dare not wait until the other chaos towers begin to fail, not when so much is at stake,
Your M ghtiness."
"That may be." Toziel offers a nod that does not convey agreenent.

Chyenfel does not speak, but replies with a head bow.

"What of the shipyards, Rynst?" Toziel's eyes turn to the sabre-slender Mjer-Comander

"We cannot replace the fireships, your Mghtiness, but we are about to build a sailing vessel
based on the material fromthe archives, which is speedier than all others upon the Great Wstern
Ccean, and we feel that we can build simlar vessels if you find the need pressing, sire. The use
of cammabark as a cannon propellant appears promising...."

"You had nmentioned these matters before. Is there anything new? O any unforeseen probl en?"

"Ah... such vessels are not inexpensive...."

"They will cost nore than you had told me, and arnmed versions will not protect our trading
vessels as well as the fireships do. Thus, we will need nore ships, and the tariffs on the
merchanter clans will be greater, and the profits lower... and few are pleased with the prospects.
I's that what you neant, Rynst?" asks the Enperor

"Yes, Your M ghtiness."

Tozi el glances at the heavy-set Bluoyal. "Are ny surm ses about trade correct?”

"Ah... | would judge so, Your M ghtiness."

"More lancers will be needed as ship narines,

"Requi ring nore golds," adds Chyenfel

"Per haps each of you could provide estimates in an eightday... or two," suggests the Enperor
Toziel. "I would prefer that you not discuss those estimates with each other."

"Yes, ser." Chyenfel agrees quickly.

"As you command, " adds Rynst.

"As you require," concludes Bl uoyal

Tozi el stands, and the three advisors bow Then the Enperor and his consort depart, Ryenye
remai ni ng a hal f-pace behind Toziel until they have left the audience chanber and until the door
has cl osed behind them They return silently to the Enpress's salon

There, the two sit side by side on the white divan. Toziel's hand caresses his consort's neck
and then her shoul ders.

She turns. "Chyenfel believes what he tells you, ny dear."

suggests Rynst.

"That is worrisome. | would rather that he did not."

"You woul d have himlie?" she asks.

"No. | know he deceives, but when he does not lie, | cannot tell where he deceives."

"That is true, and they will all start rumors, except Rynst, and his truths will be taken as
runors. "

He | aughs sardonically. "OF course. But it will be interesting to see exactly what kind of
runmors each creates."

Ryenyel offers a tired shrug, then massages her forehead with her right hand.

"I amsorry. Audiences such as that are hard for you," he offers.

"They are hard on you, too." She |l eans her head against his shoul der. "Each knows sonet hi ng,
and shoul d each know what the others do..."

"Hush..."

"That is why there is an Enperor, and yet each would replace you, and each would fail, and why
yet we search."

"You are kind, |I fear."

She shakes her head, even as it rests against his shoulder. "I amnot kind, for | help you to
do what no other can do, and we both suffer."”

He turns so that his arns enfold her... gently.

XXX

Lorn stands in his stirrups, trying to stretch his legs while the mare travels a section of road
that is danp but appears firm The early spring or late winter wind carries alternating gusts of
chill and warnth past the undercaptain, but everything is brown-the grass, the road itself, the
hills to the south and north. The puddles in the road are nuddy brown.
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The mare's forelegs are coated with brown fromthe nmud of the road, and even the | ower parts of
Lorn's once-creamcolored trousers are splattered with the mud that remains cold and greasy
despite the clear and bright m d-norning sun

"One tine when riding the fields be faster..." The words drift forward fromone of the lancers
in Shofirg's conpany, carrying on a light gust of wind to Nytral and Lorn

Nytral shakes his head. "The fields be |ike the great swanps bel ow t he Accursed Forest. You
take a mount there, and he'd be in over his fetlocks, then hock deep afore you know it. The
barbarians know it, and we'll not be seeing them for another eightday."

"So we're the nmud patrol? To see when the ground firms up and when they're likely to begin
their attacks?" Lorn's eyebrows arch as he asks the question

"Aye. That be why the Fifth Conpany rides now. "

"To save the others for the first attacks... that nakes a sense of sorts."

After all, Brevyl had told Lorn that he'd be handed nasty jobs, but not nore than he could
handl e, and a nmud patrol certainly fits the description of nasty and within his capabilities.

At Lorn's open and hunorous | augh, Nytral |ooks quizzically at his superior

"I't's about what Sub-Majer Brevyl prom sed," Lorn says. "He does keep his word. You have to
admt that."

"Be times we all wish he'd not, ser

"Probably."

Lorn's eyes drop to single sprig of green in a nuddy patch a hal f-dozen cubits off the shoul der
on the north side of the road. There is but the faintest hint of red within the center of the
tight-curled wld-flower.

"Bl ood-drop,"” he murnmurs to hinself, looking to the northern hills that conceal the barbarians
beyond.

XXXI

In the late afternoon, before dinner, Lorn sits at the corner table in the officers' study, his
fingers carefully clasping the bronze pen whose nib will bend too easily should he exert too much
pressure. He dips the pen into the inkstand and continues the scroll to Ryalth, ignoring the chil
in the roomwhere the heat fromthe al ways-inadequate but | ong dead fire has much earlier died
away.

... have not received a scroll fromyou lately, but | hope that is fromeither oversight or the
lack of interest in nmy stilted witing, and that you are well and prospering in your trade. |If you
have any spare coins, a few might go to copper futures on the exchange

...only a few, though

He hal f-sniles, half-frowns, his eyes going to the folio of maps set by his left el bow He
shoul d be studying those maps, for he knows his understanding of the terrain he patrols is stil
not instinctive-and it should be, for the tinme will cone when he will not have the | uxury of
| ooki ng at a map.

He purses his |lips and continues with the scroll.

...nost presunptuous of a lancer to offer nmercantile advice to a nmerchanter, but you know | have
never | acked presunption

...our patrol schedule is being increased now that spring is about to arrive in the Grass Hills..
and | may be the one with little ability to wite or to have ny m ssives sent southward to you...
You woul d be pleased to know that | have heeded your advice about reading, and have taken care
with that with which you entrusted ne.

After affixing the closing and his signature, Lorn folds the letter flat, then glances around
the still-enpty study. Wth no one near, he holds the stick of green seal wax over the paper edges
and focuses the slightest flare of chaos he has drawn fromaround himon the tip of the wax.

Al nost as the droplet of green wax strikes the paper, Lorn presses his seal ring to it.

"Mich easier..." murnurs to hinself.

He still nust wite Myryan, a task he al ways postpones because he is still unsure whether his
words to his father about Ciesrt will have nade any lasting inpact. Since he has received but a
single scroll fromhis younger sister, and that far too many ei ghtdays ago, he worries.

Finally, he takes a smaller section of paper, then gently cleans the bronze nib of his pen. He
| ooks at the bl ank paper, then pauses.
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Chyorst-the sole overcaptain at Isahl-walks into the officers' study, surveying the entire room
before his eyes cone to rest upon Lorn. The overcaptain turns towards the junior officer,
del i beratively.

Lorn slips the pen and paper under the folio of maps and stands as the overcaptain wal ks toward
hi m

"Maps?" Chyorst's eyebrows lift.

"Yes, ser. | try to match themwith what |'ve patrolled and study where | may be assigned."

Chyorst nods. "Can't hurt. Mght help so long as you remenber that maps are only an inconplete
representation of what's out there.” The overcaptain | ooks around the study once nore before
aski ng, "Have you seen Jostyn, undercaptain?"

"No, ser. Not since last night."

"Thank you." Wthout another word, the overcaptain steps away from Lorn, and then | eaves the
of ficers' study.

Lorn waits for a tine before he returns to his letters.

XXX |

After entering the square tower that holds the sub-mgjer's study, renmoving his w nter jacket and
brushi ng the danpness fromthe oiled white | eather, Lorn hangs it on one of the pegs on the wal
rack set forward of Kielt's table.

"Go ahead, ser," says the senior squad |eader. "He's waiting."

"Thank you, Kielt." Wth a nod to the I ancer ranker, Lorn opens the white oak door and steps
into the oblong roomon the first floor of the square tower. As usual, Sub-Majer Brevyl |ooks up
fromthe table desk with the hard green eyes that are hal f-benused, half-inpatient. The submajer's
thick white hair has been trimred shorter than nornal, shorter even than that of a new | ancer
recruit. He notions for Lorn to take one of the arm ess chairs facing him

Al though the late afternoon is cloudy, with the indirect light fromthe high wi ndows weak, only
one of the lanps in the pair of wall sconces is |it, and the single |lanp does little to dispel the
gloom Sleet patters on the glass of the wi ndows, briefly.

Lorn eases hinmself into the proffered chair, then waits for his whip-thin commandi ng officer to
speak.

"Undercaptain," says the sub-majer dryly, "your next patrols will be the nbst dangerous for
some tine."

"Ser?" Lorn eases forward in the chair, knowi ng that reaction is exactly the opposite of what
Brevyl intends.

"It's sinple. You' ve survived a raid or two. You're beginning to know the |Iand and your nmen and
squad | eaders, and it's alnpbst spring. You think you know sonething." The white-haired officer
barely pauses. "Don't you?"

"More than when | canme, but | have nore to |earn, ser
sort is required.

Lorn can sense that an answer of sone

"So much nore that you might as well say you still know nothing. If you think the wi nter
patrols were nasty, you don't know what a tough patrol is. If you thought freezing to and from
Ram s End was di sagreeable..." Brevyl shakes his head. "In another eightday, the barbarians wl|
begin their spring raids. Everyone has been telling you how tough that will be, but |I'd wager that
no one has told you why. Do you know why?"

"No, ser."

"Because a raider's life isn't worth dung until he's killed three | ancers-or nore. He can't
take a wonan fromhis own clan-they do know about inbreedi ng-and he can't take a wonan from
anot her clan wi thout those kills. So he has to kill lancers to get laid, because their wonmen are
property, and playing around with a proven warrior's daughter could cost himhis personal jewels
or hislife. And if he takes a Cyadoran woman, she's fair game to be stolen or raped by any
bl ooded warrior. Sane thing if he takes a woman from one of those dirty hamets or villages they
call towns."

Lorn nods sl owy.

"Their wonmen aren't any great prizes, and the few good ones go to the proven warriors or the
young ones crazy enough to take on a Mrror Lancer conpany... or snart enough to get away wth
it." Bervyl shakes his head. "All you are is an obstacle in the way of some young barbarian buck's
crotch-anbitions, a game counter to add to the stack so he can stop having danp dreans and start
inon the real thing."

"You nmake it sound like they don't think life is worth nuch, ser

Lorn says quietly.
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"Until a barbarian gets to be a full-blooded warrior, it isn't," Brevyl replies dryly. "I tell
this to every young undercaptai n who cones through. They all hear nme out, and then nore than half
of themdie in their first spring or sunmmer." A snort follows a brief pause. "I don't care about
the stupid ones dying. Better that way than letting themgrow up and getting entire outposts al
killed off. But stupid officers can kill good | ancers, and good |lancers are getting hard to cone
by these days."

"Yes, ser."

Brevyl draws a deep breath.

The mannerismis deliberate. Lorn can't imagine Brevyl being that dramatic naturally. The
undercaptain waits for the next verbal riposte.

"One other thing... Undercaptain."”

Despite his resolve, Lorn stiffens ever so slightly within hinself.

"No | ancer officer with nagus bl ood | eaves Isahl until | say he does, just |ike none |eave the
Geli endra outpost until Maran says he does. No | ancer with magus bl ood gets to be a majer until we
both et himgo on, not that there have ever been many of you." Brevyl smles. "Tonorrow, you're
headed east. The attacks are later there, and the raider bands snaller. Plan on being out an
ei ghtday, and being attacked twice. At least. So be careful how you use your firelances."

Lorn nods respectfully.

Brevyl stands to disniss the undercaptain. "Just try to renenber half what | told you, and
you'll live longer and save nore of your lancers. And they're the ones who will keep you alive."
Brevyl inclines his head toward t he study door.

"Thank you, ser."

"Don't thank nme, Undercaptain. Just renmenber.”

Lorn | eaves the study, nodding to Kielt as he closes the door behind him He takes his jacket
and dons it before wal king fromthe square tower out to the courtyard and into the sleet that has
returned to pelt roofs, stones, and | ancers |ike.

XXX

In the cold sun of late norning, the brown grass stretches unnmarked for at |east three kays in
every direction fromthe narrow road on which Lorn and Nytral ride eastward. Nearly two kays ahead
of themare two scouts, large black dots on the brown [ine of the road that slowy clinmbs the |ong

swell that is not steep enough to be a ridge or hill. Behind Nytral and Lorn ride the two squads
of the Fifth Conpany.
"Still another ten kays to Pregyn," Nytral says.

The senior squad | eader's words are barely audi bl e above the inpacts of hoofs on the road and
the rising whistling of the wind that sweeps southward across the fields that only hold I ast
year's browned and flattened grass. Wth the wind cones the odor of vegetation that has nol ded,
frozen, and thawed-an acrid scent, sour but slightly sweet.

"The maps show that the road's flat. Is it?" asks Lorn. He has never been northeast of this
unnanmed vall ey, let alone to Pregyn, a hanlet a good forty kays to the north of Isahl and the
northernnost and nost isolated of the comunities south of the Grass Hills to claimallegiance to
Cyad and the Enperor.

"Most ways. The clinmb out of Four-Hol ders-next valley-is steeper than the way in, but it's flat
after that, bog-like until you get to the real hills that border the Wsthorns."

At the crest of the hill, Lorn slows his nmount and studies the | ong and sinuous vall ey that
hol ds four fam lies-a clan structure al nost, Lorn suspects, fromthe | ayout of the holdings with
their nmultiple dwellings and comunity stock barns. Each hol ding has an earthen bermaround its
bui | di ngs and stock pens-earthen because trees are far too scarce and nore val uable for shade or
fruit or wi ndbreaks than for tinber.

In the depression on the northern side of the valley, a kay fromwhere the Fifth Conpany
descends the hill, there are long parallel trenches. Lorn nods-peatworks. The two scouts have now
al nost ridden to a point on the road abreast of the peat diggings, although the road is nore than
a kay south of the boggy depression, and little nore than a thin [ ane wi nds over the rolling
grasslands fromthe nmain road to the bog.

Slightly flattened by the wind, trails of snmoke rise fromthe chimeys of all four holdings. A
good sign, reflects the undercaptain.

"Not real friendly-like here," cautions Nytral about the tine when they reach the begi nning of
the valley floor and the road turns nore to the northeast, angling across the |ong and curving
val | ey.
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"Any reason?"

"Say we don't come here enough, let 'emtake the barbarian attacks by thensel ves."

Lorn nods, but does not commrent.

As the Fifth Conpany nears the first earthen berm the wi nd gusts around Lorn, m xing warner
danp air with cooler swirls. Lorn's nose winkles, then relaxes, as he sniffs the snoke-burning
peat-an odor far better than that of the dung burned in many hol ds.

There is a gate in the first earthen dike. Less than two hundred cubits fromthe right side of
the road, it stands hal f-open, with a bearded figure in a sheepskin jacket waiting.

"Shofirg!" orders Nytral. "Send up four |ancers."”

Lorn and Nytral follow the four lancers up the rutted road toward the gate, where all six rein
up twenty cubits back fromthe hol der

"We'd be wel conming you, and your conpany of |ancers, ser," offers the holder. "Don't have nuch
ser, but you'd be welcone to the water and to stand down and rest."

Nytral eases his nount past the hol der and partway through the gate. After a noment of studying
the area, he turns in the saddle and nods curtly to Lorn

"We thank you," Lorn tells the bearded man, who inclines his head briefly to the undercaptain.

"Two abreast!" Nytral orders. "Straight to the troughs. In formation, by squads."

Lorn guides the white mare through the gate and to the north side where he and Nytral watch as
the | ancers ride past them

The ground inside the four-cubit-high enbankment is earth churned by sheep and cattle, dark
frozen mud that will turn into oozing slop within eightdays, if not sooner. The odor of manure
perneates the air, mxing with the sweet-snoky odor of burning peat. The doors to the sod-wall ed
stock barn beyond the water trough are closed and barred, although Lorn can hear the | ow ng of
cattle.

"Water by hal f-squads! You be starting, Dubrez!" Nytral orders, his words ringing across the
hol di ng.

After the first squad has watered and rempunted, Lorn waters his mare before Shofirg' s squad
while Nytral watches. The young officer then watches as Nytral rides his nmount to the trough.

The hol der now steps nearer to where Lorn sits astride the nare.

"Have you seen any trace of the barbarians lately?" Lorn asks the | ocal

"Little early for raiders," says the redbearded figure. "Bogs on the north side still show
ice...."

Lorn takes in the man's words, not understandi ng the exact inportance of when the ice m ght
melt as a predictor, but understanding fully the herder's feeling about its accuracy. "Have they
ever attacked before the ice nelts?"

"One tine | recall, ser... be the year afore the last." Nytral renpunts and gui des his nount
back beside Lorn's.

"Would that we'd be able to offer nore, ser...." The holder's voice is al nost pleading.

Lorn understands the plea, but were he to pay, even a few coppers, for every watering or every
nmeal offered to his company, his purse would be enpty well before the end of each patrol. Wrse,

the holders would cone to expect it, and Lorn knows where that would lead. "I would that you
could, too, holder. | would that | could offer you some poor reconpense." He smles. "Perhaps we
will be able to renpve sonme barbarians.”

"You do that... and you be doing nore than nost in these days." The herder inclines his head,
slightly.

The last of Shofirg's nen renpbunts, and the younger of the two squad | eaders turns his nount
toward Lorn and Nytral. "All the mounts have been watered, sers."

Lorn leans forward in the saddle, toward the herder. "Thank you." Then he nods to Nytral

"Ri de out, by squads, two abreast." Wile Nytral does not yell or shout, his voice carries
t hr oughout the hol di ng-and well beyond the earthen di ke, Lorn suspects.

Al though it nears md-day when the Fifth Company is clear of the holding wall and fully on the
road northeast, the light wind is but fractionally warmer, still a mxture of warner and cool er
air. The road itself remains frozen except for a few nuddy spots where small bunps face directly
south and trickles of water ooze fromthe rai sed and thaw ng ground.

Neit her Nytral nor Lorn speaks until the conpany is well beyond the first of the four hol dings
in the valley.

"They don't think we've done nuch," Lorn observes.

"The Lancers never do as nuch as anyone wants, ser. Specially out here. Mght be different if
the Emperor... if Hs Mghtiness'd ever been a real lancer. O if we had nore | ancers. Never
enough | ancers, never have been, | been thinking...."

"No." Lorn frowns. Nytral's specul ations are not good for the subofficer's future, not with
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anyone besi des Lorn.

"Best not be thinking what can't be."

"That's probably a good idea," Lorn agrees. "There are only so nany firewagons and so many
| ancers, and there's not nuch we can do about it."

For a tine, they ride wthout speaking.

Herders fromthe other three hol dings do not appear as the Fifth Conpany nears, and passes,
their earth dikes. Nor are their gates opened.

By mid-afternoon, the Fifth Conpany nears the eastern end of the winding valley, a valley enpty
of all herders and herds-except those within the earthen di kes that they have since passed. The
scouts have ridden out of sight over the top of the hill, and the colum of riders, two abreast,
starts up the gentle incline.

Lorn glances up at the sound of hoofs. Two scouts spur their nounts down the road fromthe
crest of the | ow pass that | eads out of the Four-Holders Valley and toward the next valley, that
of the Burned - Qut - Stead.

"Frig!" mutters Nytral under his breath. "Frigging raiders..."

"Halt!" Lorn raises his arm then gestures downward. Behind him the riders of the conpany rein
up.

Lorn and Nytral wait for the scouts, both scanning the road behind the scouts, as well as the
brown grass and the few scattered bushes with their handfuls of gray wi nter |eaves. Nothing noves
except the lancer scouts.

"Raiders, sers! They're riding up the far side, alnost halfway to the crest.'
forth fromthe younger scout before he has even fully reined in.

"A good four score. Could be nore," adds the ol der scout.

Lorn turns in the saddle. Behind them |ess than a hundred cubits back, is a | ow depression
and west of that a slight swell.

Nytral's eyes follow Lorn's. "Best we can do, ser.

"We'd better do it, then."

"Columm back to the rise, Shofirg!"™ Nytral orders.

"Squad two back to the rise, Dubrez!" Lorn's voice, seenmingly |ess penetrating than Nytral's,
carries to the second squad.

Dubrez nods and replies. "Second squad to the rise!"

Lorn turns the mare, and the others follow his lead, until the Fifth Conpany has refornmed on

The words bur st

the highest ground nearby, in a single long line, slightly convex, that for all its apparent
length will still be flanked on both ends by fourscore barbarian raiders.
"We'll let themcone to us," Lorn decides.

"Not reined up, ser?" Nytral's voice holds a slight edge.

"No... but we won't charge until they're hitting the dip in the ground there."

"Wn't slow 'emmuch."

"Wl anything?" Lorn raises his eyebrows, then pushes back the once white garrison cap

Nytral laughs, not quite hollowy.

In the colder afternoon wind, each noment seens | onger than the one that preceded it, and the
hillside and road that |ead out of the valley remain enpty.

"They were riding up, sers," insists the younger scout, although neither Nytral nor Lorn has
even | ooked toward the | ancer. "They were."

"They'll be here," Nytral says. "This tine of year they don't turn back."

Lorn surveys the line of |ancers once nore, then checks his own firelance. He can feel the
chaos stored within it-red and golden white. His eyes flick fromthe Fifth Conpany to the hil
above and then back to the |ancers.

One monment, the hill is enpty. The next finds nounted figures riding down toward the Mrror
Lancers.

"Lances ready!" Nytral orders.

Forty lancers pull their three-cubit-long white firelances fromholders and | evel them waiting
for the raiders to close, for Lorn's command to charge, and for the inevitable order to discharge
chaos.

Lorn | ooks at the sweep of riders-five score, if not nore, arrayed in a |oose formation no nore
than three deep. Unlike the nounts of the barbarian bands he has encountered earlier, these horses
bear no saddl ebags or gear stowed behind the saddl e-not that he can see. The riders carry |long
bl ades, bl ades bared to the sun, each weapon a half blade | onger than Lorn's own sabre. Even
across the half-kay that separates the two groups, the raiders' bared iron blades shimer with the
ugl i ness of death-ordered iron

The undercaptain forces hinself to wait, to neasure the closing distance. He noistens his |ips,
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wat ching, as the riders loomlarger, bearded nen bearing |ong bl ades, surrounded by another sort
of chaos-the chaos of bl ood-1ust?

As the raiders near the uphill depression, charging toward the Fifth Conpany, yells and
unintelligible battle cries suddenly burst forth and spill across the brown grass of the gentle
sl ope that has sl owed themnot at all

"Nowl " snaps Lorn

"Forward! Forward and discharge at will!" orders Nytral. "Discharge at will!"

The Mrror Lancers of the Fifth Conpany nove forward, ponderously, slowy at first, but when
the two forces are |l ess than a hundred cubits fromeach other, the Lancers are noving al nost as
fast as the barbarians.

"...Slay the white denons!"

"...Death to the denons!"

O her calls fill the air, but all are fromthe barbari ans.

Abruptly, the barbarian |ine changes-gaps appearing here and there. But the gaps are not so
much gaps as the result of groups of three barbarians charging toward a single | ancer

Hssstt! Hssst!... Wth less than fifty cubits between the | eadi ng barbarians and the | ancers,
gol den-white chaos bolts flare fromthe firel ances.

Lorn hol ds back on using his |lance, though he rides forward toward the raiders, and finds
hi nsel f | eading the fray.

Five riders are swinging toward himas he finally Iifts his lance, and triggers it. Hssst!
Hsstt! Hsstt!... Not all the bursts strike barbarians, and he ducks and throws hinmself sideways
and under one of the swinging iron bars that promises death if it strikes himfull

Then, gasping, he finds the mare has brought himthrough and beyond the barbarian |ine-
practically alone. A good forty cubits to his right, Nytral has energed, and the squad | eader
charges back toward the m xed of nen tangled with each other

Lorn wheels the mare and rides back-nore deliberately, his eyes flicking across the field. Less
than twenty cubits before him a barbarian lifts, not a long and unw el dy hand - and - half bl ade,
but something like a sabre sonewhat nore curved than that of a | ancer. The barbarian ducks as he
nears the nelee, and starts to slash across the unprotected |eft side of a |ancer

Hssstt.' Lorn flicks a short bolt of chaos fromthe |lance into the barbarian's back, then urges
the mare toward the next group of fighters, nen hacking at each other, silvery cupridi um bl ades
agai nst the order-death-infused, edged iron bars of the attackers. Absently, Lorn w shes he could
use a sabre as well in his left hand as in his right.

Hsstt! The chaos transfixes anot her bearded barbarian

Two nore barbarian riders turn their nounts, then, inexplicably, ride toward a group skirm sh
to Lorn's left. Lorn follows them picking off the laggard with his |ance. He wonders how |l ong the
chaos charge will last, careful as he has been. He can sense that a goodly fraction remains yet.

A single wavering yell echoes across the afternoon, and a good three score riders ride across
the hillside, not back the way they had cone but toward the hills on the northern edge of Four-
Hol ders Vall ey. Beside and around the road, the Fifth Conpany finds itself w thout attackers,
except those that have fallen

Lorn takes a long deep breath, feeling sweat cooling on his forehead and the back of his neck
He counts quickly. There are six Mrror Lancers lying on the brown grass, and he can see bl ood on
the winter jackets of half a dozen nore. He hopes sone of that blood is not that of the |lancers.
Close to a half-score barbarian nounts are without riders, and nore than a score of dead or dying
raiders lie sprawed or crunpled in the tranpled brown grass.

The light, cold wind cannot carry away the odors of blood and death, not all of them nor the
odor of danp dead grass churned up by nore than a hundred horses.

Lorn wal ks his nmount back to where the barbarian with the odd-1ooking sabre has fallen. H's
di srounts and recl ains the bl ade and the scabbard, fastening them behind his saddle. Then he
renounts and rides back to where Nytral is reformng the conpany. No one has noticed his efforts.

"Squad | eaders. Report," Nytral orders as Shofirg and Dubrez ease their nmounts to a halt
opposite Lorn

Shofirg's winter jacket is slashed open across his |eft shoul der, and bl ood snears the oiled
white |eather. "Lost four |ancers, five wounded. Eight |ances with chaos charges left," replies
Shofirg.

"Two | ancers gone, three wounded. Eleven |ances... nost are |ow, though," adds Dubrez.

"Use the barbarian nounts for the bl ades and any shields they left. You know what to do with
our dead."

"Sers. ..
squads.

both squad | eaders incline their heads, then turn their nmounts, heading back to their
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"Have they done that before?" Lorn asks after a nmonent. "Sending three men after a single
| ancer ?"

Nytral frowns. "Hadn't seen that."

"They did," Lorn assures the senior squad | eader. "That's why there were gaps in their attack
to begin with. They figured out that a | ancer has to concentrate on single attacker at a tine."

"Didn't look that different," replies Nytral. "Could be they've been doing it for a while." He
pauses, then adds. "Lot nore raiders in that party than nost. Lot nore."

"How many are there usually when they attack?"

"Most tinmes, naybe a few nore than a conpany.”

"They had nore than twice what we did," Lorn observes, then adds, "W're headed back. W' ve got
only got about two-thirds of a conpany, and not nany chaos charges."

"They' || be back... afore sunset tonorrow," predicts Nytral. "Even if we head back. They'l
foll ow "

"Wth nore horsemen?" asks Lorn.

"No... They can't go back to the clan w thout wounds or trophies. The raiders rode off... they

didn't get nuch.”

"WIIl they try an anbush, you think?"

Nytral pulls at his chin. "Not so as you'd say that. Low light... sone place where we'd not
suspect... nor see... but no sneaking round... usually don't pick off scouts... can't count on
that, though."

"We' || have to be careful, then." Lorn has been getting the feeling that there is little
predi ctabl e about the barbarians except their desire to kill |ancers-and their success in doing so
despite the effect of the firelances. The antique sabre, still solid, and Brystan, he thinks,
rai ses another set of questions, ones he will not voice, about how better blades, if ol der ones,
are reachi ng the barbarians, and why no senior officers have nentioned the change.

Part 11l - Lorn"Alt, Isahl, Captain, Mrror Lancers

XXXV

In the hot air of late sunmer, his third sumer in Isahl, Lorn shifts his weight in the saddle.
Then he blots the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand to keep it fromrunning into
his eyes. H s hand cones away danp and slightly reddish fromthe road dust, and he is careful to
wipe it on the square of cloth tied to his saddle. Even so, his creamuniformis streaked with
pink fromthe dust, as are those of all the lancers in the Fifth Conpany.

To the west of the road that hugs the east side of the valley, the grasslands stretch al nost
four kays or nore before another set of hills. The tips of the blades of grass, sone of which
woul d reach shoul der high on his mare, have already begun to brown.

Ahead to the north lies the Ramis End Vall ey, and beyond that one of the valleys with an
abandoned and burned-out hol di ng, one that had never been re-inhabited, Lorn suspects, because
there are no streans in the small valley and but one neager spring. He wonders, not for the first
time, why the Grass Hills are drier now than in distant years past when the first hol ders were
sent forth from Syadtar.

He cocks his head slightly to better catch the nurnurs drifting forward fromlancers in the
first squad.

"...better Captain 'n nost..."

"...no great shakes... all we do is ride and get attacked... ride and get attacked...."

"...you want to chase barbarians all over the Gass H|ls?"

Lorn represses a frown, then beckons to his senior squad | eader

The square-bearded and craggy-faced Dubrez eases his nount toward Lorn. He has been senior
squad | eader for over a year, ever since Nytral lost a leg to a barbarian bl ade and hobbl ed back
to his hone in Summrerdock

"I"'mthinking we need a pair of scouts to look two or three valleys ahead-way ahead." Lorn
turns in the saddle, as if to face Dubrez, and raises his voice so that it will carry back to the
conpl ai ning | ancers. "They mnight be able to find sone barbarians so we don't have to ride quite so
far."

"Yes, ser, Captain," Dubrez replies, a slight twinkle in his eye.

Lorn unsheathes his cupridiumsabre, lifts it, and then studies the razorlike edge that can
drive through best of the barbarian blades. "I'mstill thinking. | heard sonme of the nmen saying it
m ght be a good idea."
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The murmurs fromthe riders behind die away.

"OfF course, we wouldn't be close enough to support them not unless they were very careful and
could get a start on the raiders." Lorn shrugs. "Wuldn't want themto get their throats slit so
some barbarian can claima wonan."

"No, ser." Dubrez nods.

Both turn in their saddles and ride silently for perhaps half a kay before Dubrez speaks.
"There's nore conpl ai ni ng now. "

Lorn nods. "There will be nore."

"Not good, ser."

"W both know that."

The conpany remains still-or the murmurs | ow enough that Lorn cannot discern them even through
his chaos senses-even after the lancers ride over the | ow pass and along the gentle ridge.

As the Fifth Conpany descends into the Ramis End valley, Lorn turns his attention to the
hol di ng, far closer to the south end of the valley and the route back to Isahl than the nmgjority
of holdings in the |lower part of the Gass Hills. Myst holders set their steads somewhere close to
the center of the valley. Not so Ram s End.

Sonet hi ng bothers Lorn, and he keeps studying the holding as they near it. "Wat do you think
Dubrez?"

"Quiet... no one out, and it's near md-day."

Lorn nods and keeps riding, watching.

Then, they reach the stream and the wi de and shallow ford, Lorn sees hoofprints-nore than a
mere handful, and as he | ooks toward the sod walls of the holding, he can sense that all is |less
than well. The gate is off its straps-that he can see fromnearly a hal f-kay away-and, though it
is alnost md-day, the line of snmoke fromthe cookhouse chimey is but a thin gray line, as if
froma dying cook fire.

The single snall herd of black-faced sheep to the southwest of the gate are unattended-
sonet hing that Lorn has never seen in three years- except in the aftermath of a barbarian attack
Lorn sees two silent shapes sprawed in the grass-a herder... and a | ong-haired sharp-nuzzl ed
bl ack herding dog. Dark splotches stain the green and brown of the grass.

"Lances ready!" he snaps.

Dubrez turns in his saddl e and echoes the command, an echo anplified by the individual squad
| eaders.

"Spread formation! Forward!" Lorn adds.

The Fifth Conpany reforns into a line abreast and rides toward the open hanging gate of the
hol d. The | ancers cover but another hundred cubits before two sharp whistles pierce the noon air
and the sound of hoofs rises fromwithin the sod walls of the hold. Then riders pour through the
sundered gate, the first formng a rough wedge before the gate as if to allow those who followto
escape.

"Charge! Discharge at will!" Lorn orders. He spurs his mount, as do the Mrror Lancers behind
him trying to cut off the barbarians, or keep themtrapped, against the sod wall.

A hal f-score of rough-clad riders gallop clear of the left flank of the Fifth Conpany, riding
westward hard. The remai ni ng twoscore rai ders squeeze their nounts into a tight wedge that gall ops
toward the Fifth Conpany.

Hsst! Hssst! Two short bolts burst fromLorn's |ance. One strikes a barbarian, and then Lorn is
using both firelance and sabre to parry one heavy iron bl ade, and then another, before the nmare
carries himpast the edge of the barbarian wedge, and he turns his nount.

"First squad! Shofirg! Turn about!" Lorn's orders rise above the flashing and hissing of the
firelances. He follows his own orders and wheels the mare, charging toward the western flank of
t he barbari an wedge, guiding the mare past a grimfaced | ancer, and then slashing his sabre |eft-
handed across the neck of an unprepared barbarian who barely started to turn before the chaos-
rei nforced bl ade separates his head and torso.

Lorn swings away, nore westerly, as perhaps a half score of the barbarians break through the
Lancer's line, but the first squad, followi ng Lorn's conmand, has al ready reformed.

Hssst! Hssst! After a |ast few flashes of chaos, the firelances are di scharged and silent, and
cupridium bl ades ring against dark iron

Lorn slows the nmare, eyes studying the swirl of bearded barbarians with dark bl ades, and cream
clad lancers with bright sabres, ready to lend his blade, as necessary. A w de-eyed barbarian
breaks clear of the fray, and turns his nount westward, as if to escape.

Lorn raises the firelance, calmy. Hssst!

The barbarian slunps in the saddl e, then slides downward, one boot still caught in a stirrup
his weight and | ength dragging the nount to a halt.
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A second raider pulls clear of the fray, and Lorn again ainms his |lance, letting a short burst
of personal |l y-rai sed chaos burn through the man's back

Lorn waits, but no other raiders try to escape, and, as the last barbarian pitches out of his
saddl e, the clangor fades.

"To the hold!" snaps Lorn, moving the mare northward and through still-mlling | ancers. "The
hol d. Nowl "

"The hol d!" echoes Dubrez, and then Shofirg.

As Lorn rides in through the sagging gate, a bearded giant darts fromthe open door of the
house, then |unges sideways and grabs a snall figure-a dark-haired waif who, surprisingly, recalls
Myryan to Lorn.

Lorn turns his mount and pulls the firelance fromits holder, again- calling on the force
beyond pure chaos, for he knows there is little of the stored chaos left in the weapon. He lets
the mare walk slowy toward the barbarian

There is blood on the trousers of the bearded man who holds the struggling girl before him as
a shield against what Lorn may do. "You lift that lance any nore, denon, and |I'Il kill her!"

A line of whiteness streaks fromthe silvridiumtip of the lance, a line so thin it is alnost
i nvi si bl e.

The barbarian convul ses as his face blisters into charcoal, then vanishes. The knife wavers,
then falls fromdead fingers, |leaving a slash across the small girl's face, and the headl ess
barbari an corpse pitches sideways.

The girl, suddenly rel eased, staggers toward the still figure half-Ieaning, half-spraw ed
agai nst the earth brick wall of the house.

"...captain did it again..."

"...hush..."

Lorn's eyes flick across the area of the holding inside the sod walls. One dark-haired,
slightly heavy-set, young wonan-the one the girl clings to, sobbing-had been flung agai nst the
ceram c screen that shields the front door of the farm house. Her neck is at an angle that shows
it has been broken. The second girl, scarcely ten, continues to sob |oudly, clutching the dead
worman, perhaps an ol der sister

Except for the lancers of the Fifth Conpany, nothing noves.

I's there sobbing fromw thin the house?

"Dubrez... have soneone watch the little girl... and check on anyone el se here. No liberties
with her! O anyone else. None!" Lorn's voice cuts like the sabre at his side, and he gestures at
the four nearest |ancers. "You four! Follow ne!"

He turns his mount westward, riding back out through the gate and turning westward to foll ow
the barbarians who have ridden away fromthe road, and toward the nearest hill

Two hundred cubits or so beyond the sod wall, he glances at the |ancers who foll ow The |eading
rider, the youngest, is white-faced.

Lorn sniles and returns his attention to the faint track of chaos that he follows through the
hi gh and browning grass. Mre sweat drips fromunder the brow of the |ightweight and white summrer
garrison cap, sweat that he blots away as they continue ridi ng westward.

The | ancers cover a kay through the browning | ate sumrer grass, then two kays. Lorn can sense
that, as they reach the slightest of inclines |eading toward a thin stream marked by young
willows, the barbarians are not that far away, and he lets the mare sl ow her wal k.

The hal f score of barbarians have watered their mounts and watch fromtheir saddles as Lorn and
the four Lancers ride toward them

"Bl ades ready," Lorn says quietly. He knows the firelances of the four are wi thout chaos
charges. His fingers touch his |ance, but do not grasp it, as he continues to ride forward.

"You will die, white denon," announces the broad-shoul dered giant in the center of the ten
barbarians. The man is doubtless two heads taller than Lorn, and four stones heavier, without a
finger's worth of fat anywhere.

"Way do you kill the holders? They don't attack you." Lorn's voice is level, as he continues to
let the mare walk slowy toward the barbarians.

"These | ands were our lands in the tine of our grandsires' grand-sires. They will be ours
again." The language is the guttural barbarian tongue only |oosely related to Cyadoran or the
Angl orian fromwhich it came

"Way did you kill the girl?" asks the captain.

"Wonen serve men. She woul d not serve us. Besides, she was white-spawn.
nmocki ngl y.

Lorn lazily raises the light |ance, seenmingly w thout pointing it, then concentrates, as he
sweeps it sideways. The thin Iine of chaos bisects the six barbarians in the center of the group-

The man | aughs,
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and their nounts-one after the other. The giant is still clutching for his i nmense bl ade as his
upper torso crashes into the tall grass.

"...dung-frig..." hisses a |lancer behind Lorn

The pairs untouched-two nen at each end-1| ook al nost bl ankly as nounts scream and riders fall
Wt hout pausing, Lorn turns the lance to the two at the south side.

Hsst! Hsst! Wth two al nost-delicate bolts of chaos, two nore barbarians fall

After sheathing the firelance, alnost automatically, Lorn turns his head to the renmining two
raiders. "Go!" He forces the words out, fighting against dizziness, and a headache that threatens
to cleave his skull in twain. "Tell your clan what happens to those who kill girls and women."

The two raiders glance at the slender Mrror Lancer captain and the four |ancers who flank him

"Tell them " Lorn forces a cold laugh. "Brave warriors, tell them"

"Never!" The younger warrior raises his blade, order-death edged iron, and charges toward Lorn

Despite the dizziness, Lorn draws his own shinmering cupridiumblade, then spurs the nare,
| eaning forward, focusing into the blade that chaos he can draw fromthe air and | and around hi m
and fromthe dead and dyi ng.

Reddi sh white light flickers fromthe cupridium seemngly |engthening the blade, until it is
al rost a | ance.

The young barbarian's eyes widen. He tries to lever the bar-like great-sword toward Lorn nore
qui ckly, but he is too late, and the |ight fades fromhis eyes as the chaos lance flicks past the
deat h-ordered iron. He spews from his saddl e.

The ol der barbarian warrior has turned his mount and gal |l ops nort hwar d.

Lorn clutches his saddle with his knees, barely hanging onto his sabre. H's head rings as
though it were a bell struck with an iron nallet, and knives of white pain |ance through his eyes.

Slowy, ever so slowy, he eases the cupridiumsabre back into its scabbard. Then his fingers
cl ose around the water bottle. Each novenent is slow, deliberate, as he lifts the bottle to his
i ps and dri nks.

Only then does he turn the mare back toward the wi de-eyed and silent |ancers who have ridden
with him

"Darkness, ser! Never seen a light lance do that," blurts the youngest.

Lorn offers a lazy snile over the anger boiling inside him a smle forced despite the
di zzi ness and agony that he nmust fight to stay nounted. "Do what ?"

"...ah... what you did, ser."

The shrug is an effort, but Lorn makes it seemeffortless. "I killed sone barbarians. That's
what we're here for. Gather the good nounts and follow nme." Ignoring the nobans from one bearded
figure lying on flattened grass, a man who will die shortly, Lorn turns his mount back eastward,

back toward the raided hol ding.

After a tinme, he can hear the nounts of his lancers as they hurry to catch up with him He does
not | ook back until the youngest |ancer draws nearly abreast.

"Only got two nounts. One other |ane-you killed the others, ser."

"Two will be fine, Yubner." Lorn's voice is professional, neither warmnor cold.

"Yes, ser."

Yubner drops back, and the murmurs begin, voices | ow enough not to be heard, except by a | ancer
of ficer trained in chaos use.

"...ever see that..."

"...nore 'n once, Yubbie... nmore 'n once, and you'd not be saying a thing outside the squad.
Under st and?"

"...just... killed "em.. doesn't matter which hand holds sabre...."

"...they'd do that to you, boy... done it to a lot of lancers... see those girls? Wiy you think
we' re out here?"

"But..."

"...not a word... See how nmany a' us cone back... look at the other conpanies... Captain
Jostyn... 'nenber that?"

The nmurmurs die away as Lorn and the four near the gate to the hol ding.

From his saddl e, Dubrez studies Lorn as the five ride slowy through the broken hol ding gate.
The last two lancers followi ng Lorn each | ead a barbarian nount. The senior squad | eader rides
toward the captain, then reins up as Lorn does.

Dubrez nods slowy, then announces, "Lost seven lancers, ser. Took down near-on two score,
maybe nore."

"There were ten who tried to get away. We killed nine," Lorn says flatly.

"Your lancers didn't have any chaos charges left in their lances,” Dubrez murmurs quietly.
"None of us did. They aren't charging the |lances as nuch as they used to."
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"That's why one got away,"” Lorn lies. "I didn't want to risk our nen, and we did get all but
him™"

"Nine out of ten... can't outwager that." Dubrez |aughs, once, harshly.

"Who survived anong the hol ders?" Lorn asks.

"Two ol der wonen, two boys, one wonman, and the girl. That's all, ser."

"They'll have to ride back with us, at least to sonme other holding, if not to Isahl."

Dubrez gl ances at the dead raider by the house, the one whose head Lorn had burned off. "W
must have killed close to three score... and they'll be back in an eightday or a season-who knows-
and we'll have to fight with I ess chaos in our |ances."

"Maybe..." Lorn offers. "Can you get a few of those barbarian nounts for the hol ders? They

can't stay here, and we night as well head back. Not much nore that we can do here."
"True, ser." Dubrez's snmile is grim "Should be able to find six good nmounts."” He turns his

mount. "Stynnet! You and Forl gyt get six gentle nmounts. Holders'll ride out with us. W're headed
back to Isahl, captain says."
"Yes, ser."

Dubrez nods to Lorn, then rides toward the stock barn, to let the animals out so that they wll
not starve until they can be cl ai med-or slaughtered by another barbarian band.

"...three score, and he killed a score of 'emhisself..."

Lorn can only renenber killing slightly nore than a half score, but there is little point in
protesting such. He has |long since |ost count of the barbarians he has killed. He slowy studies
the holding, as if to note the details for the report he will have to wite when he returns.

The girl Lorn saved freezes as his eyes sweep across her. Then she begins to trenble.

The Lancer captain maintains a cool snile and lets his eyes travel past the girl and back
toward Dubrez. "Let ne know when we're ready."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn unfastens his water bottle and takes a deep and | ong swallow, still ignoring the headache,
the intermittent double vision, and the unseen hammer blows to his skull

XXXV

Two nmen stand on the shaded east bal cony of the third | evel of the Palace of Light, the bal cony
that is closest to the snaller audience hall preferred by the Enperor Toziel. The shade and the
bare hint of a cool ocean breeze are not enough to keep a sheen of perspiration fromtheir
foreheads on one of the hottest of summer afternoons in many ei ghtdays. The breeze di es away, and
the air is so still that the harbor to the south and even the G eat Western Ocean are shades of
flat shimrering blue that offers no hints of whitecaps. The stillness and the heat keep any hint
of the trilia bloons in the gardens below fromrising to perfune the upper |evels of the Pal ace.

One of the double doors that offers access to the balcony is slightly ajar, enough so that the
two men can hear if the calling bell is being rung. In the corridor just inside the Pal ace, but a
good ten cubits fromthe octagonal panes of the ten-paned doors, stand a pair of Mrror Lancers,
each arned with both a rapier and a short firel ance.

"You have not shown great enthusiasmfor the plan of the First Magus to subdue the Accursed
Forest," offers Luss'alt, the Mrror Lancer Captai n-Commuander, second in Lancer authority only to
Rynst' al t.

"I have not, nor should you," replies Kharl'elth, the Second Magus, a red-haired figure in
white shinmercloth. H's green eyes bear but a hint of gold. "The First Magus plans for a future
that may never be. He would turn the chaos towers that surround the Accursed Forest into the msts
of tinme... and then trust that the three chaos towers of the Quarter will sustain us."

"They have for nany generations,"” points out Luss evenly. "Rynst has said that the plan wll
i mprison the Accursed Forest. Then there would be nore Mrror Lancers to fight the barbarians.™

"Wth fewer charges for their firelances, and fewer firewagons to carry supplies." Kharl shakes
his head. "The Accursed Forest is the same as it has been always. Sone of the great beasts escape.
They kill a few peasants and sone |livestock. To stop a few such deaths over the generations ahead,
Chyenfel would sacrifice years of chaos-charges for firelances and firewagons." The Second Magus
studi es Luss, then asks, "Have the barbarian attacks becone fewer over the years?"

Luss returns the question with a crooked smle. "You well know that each year brings nore
attacks."

"The Mrror Engineers already send chaos-cells powered by the Forest towers to the Mrror
Lancer outposts of the north. How will your lancers fare without such? O if the firewagons can
travel |ess frequently?"
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"I have asked such of Rynst, and he but replies that eastern Cyador will fall, should the
Accursed Forest slip its wards."

"None know that," Kharl points out. "Even in the first days of Cyad, the Accursed Forest did
not even reach Kynstaar. Better to | ose sone lands, if need be, than to |l ose all of Cyador to the
barbari ans of the north, for they indeed would destroy all we and our forbearers have wought."

"The Maj er- Conmander believes that the Mrror Lancers can hold the borders... even with few
firelances." Luss shrugs. "W al ways have."

"Perhaps they can. Perhaps they can." Kharl smiles. "They might require a few nore officers..
acconplished in other fashions."

Luss's face becones i npassive.

"Then it has been nany generations... since one such rose through the ranks," offers the Second
Magus.

"That is not even an acceptable jest,"

"There are runors about the Mjer-Comander. ...

"He is not, as well you know," Luss replies.

"Then... why does he encourage such as Captain Eghyr, or that offspring of a nerchanter-Dynytri-
or Senior Lector Kien'elth's son... ?"

"They are nost useful in conmbat or in dealing with the problens of the Accursed Forest. Eghyr
is nost successful in killing barbarians, and young Lorn is also quite capable...."

"I did not know.... You have not nmentioned himin a over a year," observes the Second Magus and
Seni or Lector. "l presume, then, he is still alive?"

"As you should know, Lorn'alt becane a captain last year. He's in his third year at |sahl. That
is one of the main Jeranyi attack points. Commander Thi ataphi had orders to use himon the
barbarian pursuit details."

Luss replies coolly.

"The nortality is... what... fifty percent?" asks Kharl'elth, carelessly w ping perspiration
fromhis narrow forehead and angul ar and cl eanshaven face with a white cloth.

"He is a young man of enornous skill and intelligence. The Mjer-Comuander is nost inpressed
with the reports of his actions.” Luss sniles. "He is rather good at killing barbarians, as well,
and there are many to kill."

"You have naned three brilliant |ancers with possible elthage talents, and, if they survive,
all could come back to Cyad. | was not aware that the Mrror Lancers encouraged such."” Kharl'elth

shakes his head ruefully. "The Mjer-Comander mght |like that, but it would not be good for
Cyador. Not now. "

"Do not worry. There have been many such over the generations. If they survive their patrols
agai nst the barbarians, they will get patrol post conmmands on the edge of the Accursed Forest."

Luss smles. "And if they still show traces of elthage talents, and the ability that m ght earn a
pronotion, then, well... our friend Maran knows how to deal with a brilliant Lancer magus."

"I had thought so, but we of the Magi'i do have sone concerns." Kharl offers a wy smile. "You
al ways have matters so very well in hand, dear Luss."

The Capt ai n- Commander frowns, then asks, "Wy did Captain Lorn's father not becone nore than a
senior lector?"

"Kien"elth is a nobst respected senior |lector, and one of the nost devoted of the Magi'i. He is
a magus anong Magi'i. As such, it is unlikely that he will live long enough to advise Captain
Lorn, should the young captain avoid the fate you and Maran have planned. Mst unfortunate, | dare

say." Kharl's warmsmile does not reach to his green eyes.

"None escape Maran," declares Luss. He blots his forehead. "Few days are as warm as today.
Per haps we should attend our superiors.”

"Few escape Maran," corrects Kharl. "Thiataphi did, but he understands. Is it not true that he
has requested that he receive a stipend before being considered for a position with the Mjer-
Commander in Cyad?"

Luss nods.

"How feels Rynst about the policy of... discouraging... lancer-nmagi'i?" inquires Kharl

"Not strongly enough to oppose it. Not when all the senior Mrror Lancer officers support it,"
replies Luss. "What of the First Magus?"

"He is nobst opposed to any who m ght handl e chaos outside the Quarter and the discipline of the
Magi 'i, and on that we are in full agreenent. Full agreement." Kharl smiles. "Perhaps we should
stand ready to attend the results of the audience.”

Luss nods, once nore, evenly.

XXXVI
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After a dinner of heavy nutton, soft potatoes probably left fromthe harvest of al nost a year
earlier, and bread harder than sone barbarian bl ades, Lorn has repaired to the officers' study,
where, under the sunlight of a sumer evening pouring through the high wi ndows, he rereads his
patrol report, then nods, and sets it aside to submit to Overcaptain Zandrey in the norning.

Then he lifts the first of the personal scrolls that had been awaiting himon his return from
patrol -the one from Myryan. Wiile he has hurried through it once, he needs to reread it. H s eyes
fix on the graceful letters.

Dear est Lorn,

It seens so long since | saw you, and it is, nmore than three years....
...have alnost finished ny training as a healer, and now |l go to the lancers' infirmary every
fourth day, and to the Healers' Indwelling every other day.... Healing is hard, but rewarding in
its own way. Jerial said that a long tinme ago, but we get different rewards. An ei ghtday ago, |
received a healer's pin, but I don't know where it came from | can't wear it yet, not until after
the cerenmony next sixday. It's beautiful, green | acquer over gold. A nmessenger brought it from
Syang the goldsmith, but no one could say who had sent it, except that the purchase was arranged
through a small nerchanter house. It is all very strange, and I w sh you could be here for the
cerenony, but you won't even get this until | amtruly a healer....

Lorn pauses. His warmand waifish little sister-a healer. And the golden pin... he has his
i deas about that, too, but they are but ideas w thout confirmation-yet.

Vernt is finally seeing sonmeone. He won't tell anyone, except father, and | think father is the
one who arranged it all
...would have liked to have sent you a baked pearapple creaned tart, but they don't travel. |
renenber how you sneaked them fromthe kitchen, and once you brought ne one. They tasted better
that way. ...

After he finishes Myryan's scroll, Lorn runs his hand through his short brown hair. Wat can he
say? Finally, he picks up the bronze-ni bbed pen and dips it, then slowy begins to wite.

Your scroll was waiting when | came off patrol. | was glad to hear that you are finally a
healer... like to tell you that |I had sonething to do with the healer pin. I can't. | would have
liked to, but I've never even seen a healer's pin.... Summer here is hot. It is hotter than Cyad,
but drier... also would have |iked that pearapple tart... mss things like that, but, nostly, |

mss the famly, and the way we tal ked, even with Father's long |ectures...

When he finishes his reply to Myryan, he picks up the second scroll- the one he had received
just before the last patrol, the one fromhis father that he had not had tinme to answer before
riding out to Ranmis End, and the barbarian raid.

Lorn slowy unrolls it and rereads carefully, as if he had not seen it before.

...Wiile | did heed your advice about Myryan's need to nature nore, in the end, | have decided
that her being consorted to Cesrt is far better than any of the alternatives, and they will be
joined by the tine this reaches you. | do know of your concerns, and they are good ones, and | do
not wite this to nollify you. All | ask is that you return to Cyad and see her before you judge
too harshly.... Vernt is well-respected and appreciated by the older Magi'i... amconforted to
know t hat you are now a captain. According to Luss'alt, the first two years are the nost
dangerous, although he says that any lancer's life is dangerous...

The scroll continues, with pleasantries, and then concl udes:

.1 can see the patterns of the Rational Stars, and sone change and sone do not, and sone al ways
shine brighter, no matter where in the heavens they sw ng.

Lorn purses his lips. Hs father has seldomtal ked of the Rational Stars, and never witten of
them for the Rational Stars are the enperor's heritage, and not that of nmagus or |ancer. Then
there is the timng. Myryan's scroll had been witten later, yet it does not nention or even hint
at Ciesrt. Lorn had decided not to nmention what she had not. Jerial has not witten at all. But
that | eaves the question of how should he respond to his father? He takes another sheet and once
nmore di ps the pen.
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Fat her,

| amsorry that it has taken a while to wite back, but | have been on patrol and have j ust
returned....

.| appreciate your waiting to formalize a consortship between Myryan and Cesrt'elth, and | wll
foll ow your suggestions in that regard..

"Especially since there's nothing else | can do,"” Lorn nurrmurs under his breath, glancing
around. "Not from here."

The young and pal e bl ond undercaptai n-Cyllt-enters the study and takes the desk-table farthest
fromLorn to seat hinself and peruse a single scroll. Beside the scroll Cyllt sets a nearly ful
bottl e of the darker Byrdyn- not nearly so good as the amber Al afraan

Lorn nods politely before dipping the pen in the inkwell and continuing his response.

| have not nentioned consorting in nmy nmessages to Myryan, since she has not brought that up...

Patrolling takes special skills, and | have been | ucky enough to serve with those who have been
able to inpart themto ne....

| have been told that after three full years, | will have a half-season's home | eave, whether
amto remain at |Isahl or be posted el sewhere. What nmay be ny next duty will be decided in the
early fall, | would gather....

He finally cl oses.
...and | look forward to seeing you this wi nter.

Lorn has saved the scroll fromRyalth for last, for those are as infrequent as they are
wel come, and he wishes to reread it before replying. He notes again that the passage marks
indicate it was sent fromFyrad, as are all her scrolls, and hence their infrequency, and after
his earliest scrolls to her, has since dispatched his mssives to the tradi ng house address in
Fyrad as well-a far w ser course, he suspects.

My dear |ancer captain

Your scrolls remain an unendi ng surprise. This poor nmerchanter can scarce reply to your el egant
words. | will not try. | will but say that the constancy which you never professed exceeds al
that | have heard professed el sewhere. The Ryal or Tradi ng House-

Lorn still winces at the name she had chosen, despite the fact that he knows he provi ded nost
of the coins to give her the start.

-continues to flourish, and we now have shares in three coasters and two | ong-haul ocean
traders. Sone of those shares are great enough so that before Iong, we could well own one or nore.
The I ong contracts in copper have prospered so nuch that | have resold one at enough of a profit
that we could lose all on the other and still cone out with coins.

He | aughs to hinself. She wites as though he knows truly what she has done.

The word has been spread that ny consort works the distant |ands, and we know that is certainly
true in sone ways, if but for nmy unacknow edged nerchanter partner... although | have acconplished
some frivolities on his behalf.

Lorn's forehead winkles at the nention of frivolities, for all Ryalth's words carry nessages
between the lines, and that is probably wise. All he can do is wonder and shake his head. He is in
Isahl, and Ryalth is in Cyad, and furl oughs have allowed himonly so far as Syadtar. He is a
| ancer officer, and she is a nmerchanter. He snmiles. Wile a nagus could not consort with a
merchanter... it would be but a nere scandal if a |l ancer officer did.

At Lorn's self-nocking and ironic |augh, Cyllt glances toward Lorn, then quickly down at his
scroll for a nonent, before the undercaptain refills his heavy goblet with the Byrdyn.

Ryal or House is consulted now and again by several Hanorian and Austran traders. It is al nost
as if it were one of the snmaller clan houses. W are not that |arge, yet who ever woul d have
i mgi ned that oil and cotton would have led so far?

| have engaged an enunerator. He is nothing to conpare to the first. He is nbst polite, but he
keeps calling nme sire. He says it is habit. There are but two ot her houses and no cl ans headed by
mer chant er wonen. . ..
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"Here cones the overcaptain," Cyllt nurmurs.

Lorn slips Ryalth's scroll under those fromhis father and Myryan but does not nove the report
or the blank paper on which he will reply to Ryalth.

The brown-haired and stocky Zandrey gl ances at the heavy goblet beside Cyllt. "Wne can becone
too much of a friend here in Isahl."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn keeps his nod to hinmself, recalling Jostyn, who' d taken to carrying bottles in his
saddl ebags-first Al afraan and then the cheapest fernented fruit dregs-until the barbarians had
caught himoff-guard. For a tinme, Sub-Majer Brevyl had banned all wine in the study and at | sahl
to punish the officers for not letting Brevyl know that Jostyn was a danger

"You knew," Brevyl had said to the remaining officers when he'd gathered themtogether. "You
knew, and no one told me. Good |lancers were killed, and that shouldn't have happened."

Besi des the wine leaving Isahl-if but for a season-so had Overcaptain Chyorst, as a nere
captain. And they'd later heard he'd died patroling the Accursed Forest, although his body had
never been found.

"Ask Lorn there about what wine did to other officers,
Hs smle is mrthless, and he turns and wal ks toward Lorn.

Unlike Cyllt, Lorn stands, if easily. "Ser."

"Sit down, Lorn." Zandrey pulls out a chair

Lorn re-seats hinself.

"Nice patrol... Kielt talked to Dubrez," the overcaptain says conversationally, although in a
| ow voi ce. "Over threescore barbarians... that's a lot for Ramis End. | checked the old reports.
There hasn't been a raiding party that large there in nmore than a score of years. Assyadt out
west, yes, but not this far east and north."

Lorn lifts the report. "Wuld you like this? | just finished it."

The overcaptain shakes his head. "Drop it in ny box in the norning. Did you notice anything
di fferent?"

"They formed a wedge to charge us. It wouldn't have worked as well if we had full Iance
charges. "

"I got a scroll from Eghyr. He said they were doing that at Abyfel.
crooked smle.

"He's the overcaptain for the west sector there, isn't he?"

"He is. He'll probably nake sub-nmajer in another two years."

"He's very sharp," Lorn says.

"Not so sharp as you. You could be an overcaptain for one of Jeranyi sectors, Lorn," observes
Zandrey. "Another two years and you'd be ready." A short laugh follows. "Two years after that, it
m ght happen.”

"That's what the younger sons of the Magi'i do, isn't it? Most of then? Before they die,
mean?" Lorn's words are gentle, alnost flat.

"Those who aren't talented enough to become Magi'i or stupid enough to get killed by the
barbarians,” ripostes Zandrey. "O who don't get too fresh with their overcaptains." The hint of
| aught er beneath his | ast words undercuts their seriousness.

"I don't think I'"lI'l be an overcaptain for a barbarian sector.'
of tone unmatched by the col dness in his anmber eyes.

"You're neant for sonething." Zandrey shrugs as he stands. "Nothing ever seens to get to you."
Then he grins. "Just renenber the rest of us poor struggling | ancer officers when it happens."

"If you'll do the sane for me, ser." Lorn stands and returns the grin.

Cyllt's eyes harden as he gl ances from Zandrey to Lorn and then back at the departing
over capt ai n.

Lorn reseats hinself to finish the scroll to Ryalth, which will be sent to a trader in Fyrad,
fromthere to nake its way to her through sone indirect route of which he is totally unaware. Hi s
lips curl in a slight smle. That is to protect her, except that she was the one to arrange it, to
protect him As in this, as in everything in Cyador, little is as it seenms, even under an enperor
of the Rational Stars.

At the other table, Cyllt takes a |long swall ow of the Byrdyn.

Zandrey says. "Or not, as you choose."

Zandrey's lips forma

Lorn's voice is languid, an ease

XXXVI |

The hot wind blows out of the northwest, away fromthe raiders and directly into Lorn's eyes. He
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squints slightly as he | ooks along the low rise, easing his white mare along the side of the Fifth
Conpany until he is barely forward of all the lancers, if on the flank

The barbarians have fornmed into two wedges, alnost a half a kay away. As Lorn watches, a series
of yells echo through the afternoon air, and the two wedges begin to nove, then to hurl thensel ves
across the late sunmer grass at the Fifth and Second Conpani es. Dust rises over the brown-tipped
grass that is but knee-high on a nount.

"Cyllt! First squad on the right wedge!" Lorn orders. "Dubrez, have Shofirg' s squad support the
Second Conpany."

"Yes, ser!" Dubrez answers.

"Yes, ser." The undercaptain's response |ags Dubrez's.

Lorn slips his lance fromthe holder, keeping it low, and aimng it with his chaos-senses, at
the knees of the horse that |eads the left wedge of the raider attack

Hssttt! The single line of chaos flane is brief, going unseen and unheard beneath the thunder
of the sixscore barbarians who charge the Mrror Lancers. The horse goes down, and so close are
those that follow that another four horses are tangled in the mass, slowing the entire | eft wedge.
As the barbarians near, Lorn can nmake out clearly that nost now bear polished iron shields, smal
round ovals that they raise to deflect the chaos bolts fromfirelances that no | onger hold the
power of years previous.

"Lances ready!" Dubrez orders. "Lances ready."

Lorn uses his lance covertly once nore, for he draws chaos fromwhere he can find it, not from
t he i nadequat e chaos charges within the I ance haft. A second well-chosen nount topples, and nore
physi cal chaos snarls the | eft wedge of the chargi ng barbari ans.

"Now! Dubrez! Forward and discharge at will! Short bursts!"”

"Forward! Short bursts!" orders the senior squad | eader. "Short bursts!”

Hhsst! Hhsst! The short bolts of gol den-white chaos drop many of those barbarians at the front
of the wedges, but the nass of horses and riders strikes the advancing Mrror Lancer line, which
sl ows and bends.

A barbari an, unbal anced by the wei ght of both shield and hand - and - a - half bl ade, slashes
too wildly. Lorn's cupridiumsabre flashes |ike a short stroke of lightning, and he is past the
dyi ng barbarian, driving the chaos-reinforced blade through another's shoul der

Lorn senses another rider to his left, and twi sts his body out of the way of the unwi eldy big
bl ade, using a backswing to sever the attacker's neck fromthe back. He recovers in time to turn
the mare and take down anot her raider from behind, then spurs his mount out of the center of the
nmel ee, using the sabre to weave a shimrering |ine of defense.

Once clear, he wheels the nare, then waits for a nonent, before engaging a raider about to
blindside a lancer tied up with one of the barbarian giants. Al though the barbarian senses Lorn's
approach, he is too |late-and takes a deep slash across the shoulder. H s big blade spins downward,
and he tries to smash the iron shield across Lorn's sabre hand-his left-but that too is slow and
| ate. The sabre slashes across the struggling barbarian's neck, and Lorn pulls clear of the swrl
of barbarians and |l ancers, a swirl that suddenly separates into two forces once nore.

Al nost as quickly as it has begun, the skirmsh is over, and Lorn watches as perhaps three
score raiders ride northward. Several sway in their saddles.

Around Lorn rises the chaos of death and the stench of blood. He glances at his own sabre,
smeared with bl ood. Dark splotches also decorate his left forearm and dapple his trousers. He
Wi pes the sabre clean with the cloth attached to his saddle, then sheaths it.

"Find the wounded first!" snaps Dubrez. "D spatch any of the barbarians. They'd do worse to
you." H's words are directed at three of the newer |ancers, for whomthis has been the first or
second barbarian attack

Their sabres out, the three nen walk slowy fromfallen figure to fallen figure.

"One of ours, here.”

Two ot her | ancers appear with dressings, and the three continue onward through the bodies. Once
a sabre flashes, but none of the three speak.

I gnoring the headache that cones with drawi ng chaos fromthe grasslands, Lorn lets the nmare
carry himslowy to a section of the tranpled grass free of fallen nounts, or dead or dying
| ancers and barbarians. He takes a slow, deep breath, his eyes on the northwest part of the grassy
ridge. The raiders are well out of sight beyond the first range of hills to the north.

Lorn turns his nount.

Di el byn, the senior squad | eader of the Second Conpany, rides slowy toward Lorn.

Lorn waits.

"The undercaptain... ser..."

"He fell," Lorn acknow edges. "Bravely." Al officers die bravely.
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"Yes, ser." Dielbyn's eyes do not |ook away fromhis captain's.

After a nmoment, Lorn nods, then asks, "How many in the Second Conpany can fight?"

"The second squad took nost of the charge... six left there, ser. Ten fromthe first squad.
Four of 'emwon't be much good in a fight."

Lorn considers. The Second Conpany had been a hal f-score under strength before they had started
the patrol. "Can the wounded ride?"

"Yes, ser. Slowike. Except for Cynmion. Wn't |ast nuch |onger, though."

Dubrez sits on his nount thirty cubits away, waiting.

"Get themready to nove out," Lorn says.

"Yes, ser."

After Dielbyn returns to reformthe Second Conpany, Dubrez rides closer to Lorn before reining
up. "Lost four, ser. Al in Shofirg's squad. Three with wounds in Gylar's squad."

"Thank you." Lorn considers. After starting the patrol with thirty five lancers, the Fifth
Conpany still nunbers nearly a score and a half, but the Second has | ess than a score of |ancers.
Maj er Brevyl will not be pleased with two conpanies returning, but two raider bands as |arge as
the one the Fifth and Second Conpani es had vanqui shed woul d be unlikely, and if Lorn presses on
fewif any of the wounded will survive. Lorn also knows that neither conpany will be soon
reinforced, nor are fully recharged firelances likely to arrive to replace those discharged in
fighting the barbarians.

Lorn's snmle is fixed as he prepares to order the return to Isahl. Behind the snile, he
wonders. How | ong can he continue to hold back barbarians with fewer nen and firelances less fully
charged? At tinmes, he is already feeling that he can draw no nore chaos for his own use without
risking his own life.

XXXVI | |

Lorn remains standi ng before the desk-table in the square tower, the late afternoon light fromthe
hi gh wi ndows cascadi ng around him illumnating the dust notes that hang in the air, sonme of which
seemto glitter with mnuscule points of chaos. His eyes watch the newy pronoted Mjer.

"...you destroy three score, but |ost nore than a score yourself. Then you turned back wi thout
conpleting the patrol." Brevyl's voice is flat. So are his green eyes.

"Yes, ser."

"You could have pressed on," the Mjer observes. "Qthers have. That is what |ancers do, if you
don't recall, Captain."

"Yes, ser, | could have." Lorn keeps his voice even, enptionless. "W would have lost all the
wounded, and we woul dn't have seen any raiders. If you wish, ser, we'll return to patrol
tonorrow. "

"If any of your wounded survive, Captain." Brevyl pauses. "I liked you better when you were a
polite and subservi ent undercaptain.” The Majer snorts. "You re supposed to kill barbarians,
Captain, not offer ne reasons why you aren't."

"Yes, ser."

"You'l | return the day after tonmorrow. |'Il transfer a half score fromZerl's conpany to yours.

Not the Second. Conbi ne both squads under Diel byn and use themas a third squad. You can have a
score of charged lances. That's all."

"Yes, ser." Lorn bows. "W'I|l be ready, ser."
"And Captain..."
"Yes, ser?"

"The Maj er- Comrander |ikes |lancer officers who follow orders and die. He has little use for
| ancer officers who inpose their own priorities.”

"Yes, ser." Lorn nmeets Brevyl's eyes.

After a nmoment, Brevyl is the one to | ook away. "You may go, Captain.”

Lorn bows again. He also inclines his head slightly to Kielt, the senior squad | eader and the
Maj er' s doorkeeper, on his way out of the tower.

He crosses the courtyard and turns northward toward the barracks.

Dubrez stands by the side of the barracks building as Lorn approaches.

" Ser ?"

Lorn sniles. "Tell the men they have tonight and tonmorrow off. I'Il talk to Diel byn. The Majer
is restructuring the Second as a third squad of the Fifth. That will probably be until we get
anot her officer and sone reinforcenments.”

"That could be spring, ser," ventures the senior squad | eader
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"It could be. It could be in a pair of eightdays, too." Lorn pauses. "Don't tell the nen about
the Second yet."

"No, ser. Best to let Dielbyn tell 'em
squad, a full one."

"No. It won't." Lorn glances toward the stabl es, where he can see several |ancers stil
groom ng nounts, then back to Dubrez. "I'mgoing to the infirmary. Then I'Il find D el byn."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn's boots barely whisper on the hard stones of the courtyard as he wal ks along the north
side of the barracks. He steps through the untended and ti me-darkened white oak door. The
infirmary consists of a long bay at the north end of the barracks, with a dozen pallet bunks on
each side. In nore than two years, Lorn has never seen nore than a half score |ancers in the
infirmary, and he has used his healing talents secretly and sparingly, for the energy required is
great, and he does not wi sh that talent known. What he plans is a sonewhat greater risk, but if
all the wounded die, he risks even greater displeasure fromthe Mjer.

There are three lancers laid out in the infirmary bunks, lying in the alternate bunks on the
south side. Lorn's eyes flick to the first nan, al nost sprawl ed on his back, his undertunic half
ripped away fromhis chest. Wth each intermttent breath, the |ancer gurgles, then shudders. His
eyes are wi de open, seeing nothing. The captain can sense the whitish red of chaos that envel ops
the man, chaos so raw and pervasive that Lorn knows the man will die within the day.

Slowy, Lorn wal ks past the dying man and an enpty pallet to the third bed, where a stocky
bl ond | ancer is propped up with horsehair pillows, covered with a faded gray cotton cloth.

"Ser?" asks the lancer, who wears a wood and | eather brace around his |lower left |eqg.

"I wanted to see how you're doing, Eltak." Lorn offers a snile

"Be all right, ser."

" Dubrez's smle is ironic. "Wn't hurt to have anot her

"I"'msure you will be." Lorn nods and | eans forward, his fingers touching the brace. "It's not
causing a sore, is it?"
"No, ser."

Lorn has to struggle to sunmon the snallest bit of dark order, so opposed to the flow of chaos,
to squeeze away the clunp of red chaos that |ingers where the broken bones neet. He keeps snmiling
as he straightens. Wile the bone is set, and healing, and Eltak will recover, he will |inp.
"You'll be riding again in a season."

"Thought so, ser."

Lorn nods and noves past another enpty pallet to the third | ancer, where he stops. An angul ar
young man with wiry black hair lies propped up with pillows, a dressing across his right shoul der
Lorn has to search his nmenory for the man's nane, although the lancer is in Shofirg's squad. After
a nonent, Lorn asks, "How are you feeling, Stynnet?"

"Felt better, ser, and I'd feel even better iffn they'd let nme go."

Lorn can sense the points of red chaos beneath the stitches and the dressing. Wile they are
small, without a healer, they will grow until Stynnet will be dying |ike the older lancer in the
first bed.

"You're not as well as you feel, lancer,"
until | tell you to open them"™

"Ser?" Stynnet's forehead crinkles. H's nouth opens as if to protest.

"I'f you want..." Lorn stops and fixes his eyes on Stynnet. "Lancer... don't argue. Just do it."

Stynnet swallows. "Yes, ser." He closes his eyes.

Lorn lets the tips of the fingers of his left hand rest lightly on Stynnet's skin just above
the top edge of the dressing. Trying to call up what little he has |earned from Myryan and Jeri al
Lorn tries to let the black m st of order-the order-death of chaos, but a necessary one here-
around the points of wound chaos he can sense, one point after another, until they vanish. They
may return, but Stynnet's own chaos-order bal ance can cope by then-Lorn hopes. He strai ghtens and
takes a slow breath, not showi ng the nmonentary dizziness that swirls around and through him

Stynnet's eyes are still closed.

"You can open your eyes, lancer."

"Ser... felt funny... what did you do?"

"Just offered some good thoughts...." Lorn feels as though his smile is |opsided. "W want you
back riding."

"Ser...?"

"Yes?" Lorn waits, a nore easy smle upon his lips.

"Not hi ng, ser." Stynnet does not conceal a slight frown.

"You'l | be fine, Stynnet." Lorn nods and turns. He still has to break the news to Di el byn about
the lancers of the Second Conpany being attached to the Fifth. Then, he will ensure that the

Lorn says gently. "Cl ose your eyes. Keep them cl osed
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promi sed | ances are indeed charged and ready-perhaps slightly nore charged than Brevyl

antici pates. How rmuch of that he can do he is far fromcertain, and it will entail another
splitting headache-in nore ways than one.
Once nore... he nust bal ance what he can do with what he woul d choose to do. And without

overtly revealing any nore than he nust to survive.

XXX X

The harvest sun is barely peering above the eastern wall of the outpost at |Isahl when Lorn slips
silently through the tine-stained white oak door and into the north barracks for another one of
hi s unannounced i nspections before a patrol

He can hear voices fromthe bunks past the colums on his right which separate the nmarshalling
area from the bunking spaces of the conpany's two squads. A slender brown-haired | ancer wal ks past
the colums barefooted, on his way to the jakes, Lorn suspects.

The | ancer's head jerks up. "Ser?"

"Quiet, Yubner," Lorn nurnurs, putting his index finger to his |ips.

Yubner swal | ows.

Lorn smles and notions for himto continue.

Wth a | ook back over his shoul der, Yubner hurries away, his bare feet slapping on the coo
stone tiles of the barracks floor

Lorn eases toward the square granite columms, |istening as he does, recognizing the rough-edged
Voi ce.

"...don't know what he did... don't care... they didn't think | was going to wal k out of there.
Gninnt died. Eltak and | didn't...."

"Maybe he's a black one...." The words choked off, as if they had been stopped by Stynnet's
angul ar hand around the other |ancer's neck.

Lorn has to strain to nake out the words hissed by Stynnet. "You say one word... and you'll end
up with a lance in your back... | was dead... didn't knowit... don't care if he's the head of the
Bl ack Angels... first one in line and stands behind his nmen... angel -damed few officers do... you
hear me?"

"Up... hear you..."

Lorn steps back toward the barracks door, where he turns and waits for Yubner to return, or for
anot her | ancer.

Yubner returns before another |ancer appears, wal king far nore cautiously, eyes surveying the
open marshal | i ng space between the two ends of the barracks. The south end is enpty, since the
Fourth Company had | eft on patrol the day before. Yubner gl ances apprehensively at his captain,
but does not speak.

Lorn steps toward Yubner. "You can announce ne, Yubner. Make it |oud."

"Yes, ser." Yubner squares his shoulders. "Captain in the barracks! Captain in the barracks."

Boots scuffle. Several wooden foot chests shut, and the nmurnurs of various conversations die
away as Lorn steps past the pillars. H's voice is not loud, but carries. "Let's take a ook at the

gear you'll be using today."
Lancers stand beside their foot chests, waiting.
The barracks are standard. Each | ancer has a pallet bunk, the head to the brick wall, the foot

to the center, with the wooden uni formchest flush against the food of the bed. On the wall beside
each bunk are three pegs- one for the winter jacket, one for the uniformof the day, and one for
the lancer's garrison cap. Each bunk set opposite another and is separated fromthose that flank
it by six cubits. A single narrow wi ndow al so separates each bunk fromthe next. The aisle between
the foot chests is six cubits. A single narrow wi ndow al so separates each bunk fromthe next. The
ai sl e between the foot chests is six cubits. The first squad bunks on the east wall, the second on
the west wall.

At the third bunk on his left, Lorn pauses, sensing as much as seeing a spot on the hilt of a
sabre. "Westy... show ne the blade, if you woul d?"

"Yes, ser." The | ancer swall ows, but conplies and |lays the bare sabre out for Lorn to check

Lorn studies the cupridiumblade. "You' re not getting it clean under the guard."

"Yes, ser."

The captain nods and conti nues down the aisle. At times, he barely glances at a |lancer's pallet
or gear. At other times, he stops.

"Wul d you open the foot chest, Sherzak?"

"Ah... yes, ser." The nuscular |lancer flushes, but Iifts the top, to reveal uniformtunics
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neatly fol ded.

"And the tunics, too, if you would."

Under the trousers beneath the tunics are three bottles of Al afraan. Sherzak | ooks inpassively
at his captain.

"I could break them and have you clean up the ness," Lorn says mldly. "O | could nake you
scout alone on patrol today." Lorn pauses, but not |long enough for the | ancer to speak. "But
anything like that would hurt the Conpany and waste good w ne. Take those to Kielt-right now and
tell himthat | said they're to go in the strong room along with other personal valuables, until
you have furlough. It is valuable.” Lorn's smle is wintry. "There won't be a next tinme, Sherzak
I's that clear?"

"Yes, ser."

Lorn nods and continues down the center of the barracks, then halts opposite a foot chest. "If
you woul d open the chest, Skyr?"

"Yes, ser."

A muffl ed snicker cones from somewhere at the |l ancer's resigned tone, but Skyr lifts the lid.

"At the bottom.. in the rear."

Skyr renoves all the tunics and trousers and snallclothes. A slightly nore curved sabre,
anot her antique Brystan sabre, lies there in a worn dark brown scabbard.

Lorn lifts his eyebrows.

"Wanted a trophy, ser. I'msorry, ser."

Lorn sniles, not unpleasantly. "Just turn it into Kielt. After patrol. Less questions that
way." He still wonders how the barbarians had obtai ned Brystan sabres, especially ones relatively
new, |like his, although the style of Lorn's is antique, as is that of the one picked up by Skyr.

"Yes, ser!"

Lorn stops one nore tine, at the next-to-last bunk on the right side, where he addresses a
stocky red-haired | ancer.

"Tei kyl, have those boots resoled after this patrol, and tell the bootnmaker to use the thicker
|l eather this time. Tell himthat | said that."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn nods and checks the last two bunks. Wen he is finished, he turns and wal ks sl owy back up
the center space between the bunks, his eyes neeting those of each | ancer once nore as he passes.
He stops and turns just short of the pillars that formthe barrier separating Fifth Conpany's
space fromthe narshalling area. "You and your gear | ook good. Carry on."

Then he continues past the pillars and turns toward the door to the courtyard.

"...never know when he'll show up..."

"...just knows..."

Lorn pauses, as if to check the pointing on the bricks beside the doorway, letting his chaos
senses try to pick up what Stynnet is saying to Yubner

"...he hear... ?"

"...don't know... got that smile... told ne to announce him..."

Lorn steps through the doorway and into the faintly orange |ight of dawn.

Fifth Conpany has another patrol to ride, one that Lorn hopes will be uneventful, even as he
prepares for it to be otherw se.

XL

Lorn steps into the study in the square tower and gl ances toward the outpost comuander. The
darkness under the Majer's eyes is obvious for the first tine Lorn can recall. Brevyl's face is
al nost gaunt, and his short bushy hair is thinner. The faintest hint of raspiness edges his voice
as he gestures. "Take a seat, Captain." He lifts a scroll slightly, then sets it on the table-
desk.

Lorn nods and settles into the arm ess wooden chair, his own eyes renaining on the white-haired
maj er.

"You're being ordered to the nmain outpost at Celiendra, Captain Lorn. You will command a
conmpany whose duty is to guard the ward-wall and to protect the Mrror Engineers. After hone | eave
in Cyad." Brevyl snorts, lifting the order scroll fromthe desk again, before dropping it on the
pol i shed wood. His eyes flick to the doorway, as if to ensure that the white oak door is securely
closed. "Stupid orders. Waste of training."

There is little Lorn can say. He says nothing, waiting for the nmajer's next words.

"I didn't Iike you, Captain, when you cane here as a green undercaptain. Well... you're as good
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a captain as |'ve got, better than nost |I'Il ever get, and | still don't like you." The majer
| eans forward. "That doesn't matter. | respect you. You work hard. Lancers all want to serve under
you, and they foll ow your orders to the word. You kill nore barbarians and | ose fewer nen than any
officer I have. | have to respect all that. | don't have to |ike you."

Lorn nods slightly.

"You know t hat npbst of the senior officers in Cyad don't like Magi'i - trained | ancer officers.
Neither do the Magi'i. And they |like the good ones even less. In a word, they' re afraid of you.

They have been afraid of nen like you for the past four generations, ever since Alvyiakal nade

hi msel f enperor. They don't want it to happen again." Brevyl snorts. "It couldn't happen now, but

they don't see that. If it did, it wouldn't |ast because the chaos towers won't |ast that nuch

| onger. What earthly good woul d a magus-born Enperor be without the chaos powers of the towers?"
The majer studies Lorn, then continues. "You didn't blink an eye at what | said. You knew al

that before you cane here. You said it didn't matter that they were twisting a splintered staff up

your rectum |'ve heard that before fromothers. Al words." Brevyl |eans back. "You believed
those words, and you went out to learn howto kill barbarians and | ead your nen... and save them"
"Yes, ser. | tried."
Brevyl brushes away Lorn's words with his left hand. "So... nowthey' |l send you to Geliendra,
and if you're not careful, one night a stun lizard or a big cat will appear, and you'll disappear
No one will see the creature of the Accursed Forest, but you'll be gone." Brevyl's smile is harsh

"I don't like you, but sending you to Geliendra is a waste of a good captain when | don't get
many. They'd rather see half of Cyador fall to the barbarians than risk another enperor I|ike

Al yi akal . They forget he was the best enperor in a century. Al they recall is that he was a magus-
born | ancer." The majer | aughs once nore. "He was an enperor who didn't bow and scrape to the
Magi 'i... or ask the price of everything fromhis oh - so - dear - and - val ued nmerchanter

advi sors. "

Lorn has not heard nore than of fhand references by his father to the origins of the mighty
Al yi akal , references that had pronpted covert research in his sire's books. He waits, sensing that
Brevyl has indeed told the truth in all of what he has said. Lorn hopes the najer nay add nore.

"That's all, Captain." Brevyl stands and extends the scroll. "You can | eave tonorrow, or the
day after, at your choice. You're off patrols, right now "
Lorn stands quickly, gracefully, and takes the scroll. He bows his head. "Yes, ser. Thank you

for everything, ser."”

"And, Captain?"

" Ser ?"

"I never said anything except to give you your orders and wi sh you well with Majer Maran. He's
very good at what he does."

"Yes, ser." Lorn bows again. "Yes, ser."

Brevyl watches, unblinking, as Lorn turns, then opens the aged white oak door that predates the
enperor Alyi akal

In the narrow corridor outside the majer's study, with the order scroll in his hand, Lorn nods
at Kielt.

"Be wishing you a good trip and success, ser," offers the senior squad | eader

"Thank you, Kielt." Lorn walks slowy out of the square tower and into the gray fall afternoon
A light nmist seeps down fromthe | ow hanging clouds, |eaving a glistening sheen of water on the
stones of the outpost courtyard.

"Maran." Lorn rmurnurs the name to fix it in his mnd. Brevyl had dropped the nane advisedly,
nost advi sedly. The question wasn't why so nuch as what he expected of Lorn-and Brevyl definitely
expect ed sonething. Then, Brevyl had al ways been |ike that, never acknow edging the slightest
possibility that Lorn m ght have sone nagely abilities. The Mrror Lancers were happy to benefit
fromthose abilities, but would never acknow edge themin any positive way. That Lorn understands
all too well.

After standing for several nmonments in the m sty courtyard, Lorn begins to walk toward the
officers' barracks.

XLI

Lorn folds the heavy winter tunic and lays it on the bed next to the other unifornms he has fol ded
before he will pack themin his kit bags.

As he lifts an undertunic, he catches a flash of greenish light and picks up the silver-covered
volume. He flips through the pages he has not read recently. Had the ancient witer witten aught
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about duty changes from a bad outpost to a worse one? His |lips quirk as another question surfaces.
Why is there no poetry witten in Cyad? Lorn frowns. He cannot remenber ever seeing a witten poem
before Ryalth-yet he had known what the verse had been. He stops at the one verse that catches his
eye and reads softly, aloud, if barely.

Do not ask ne which carillon has rung

or if the Forest's silent god has sung.

Best you watch white granite towers,

raised in pride, doze in the dusky sun

until the altered green-bloody rivers run
down to the coming night where chaos cowers.

Wonderi ng how and why chaos could cower, Lorn still winces at the inages, and riffles through
the unnmarked pages until he comes to a short verse standing by itself-about smles. Perhaps..
He reads.

Smiles are so fragile,

i ke i mages on the pond of being,
refl ections only nmade possible
by the bl ack depths beneat h.

What had been witten is not exactly a poem he reflects. Still... do not snmles hide depths no
one w shes to see?

Poetry will not help with the Accursed Forest, nor speed himto Cyad and Ryalth. He closes the
book, and slips it into the bag between his smallcl ot hes.

XLI

In the orange light of dawn at Syadtar, Lorn stands beside one of the fluted white col ums
supporting the sunstone portico that shelters travelers waiting for the firewagons which link the
farflung cities of Cyador. The chaos-powered vehicles roll along the polished stone hi ghways from
warm and western Summerdock to the southern delta city of Fyrad, from Cyad to Syadtar, as they
have for nmore than two centuries.

Wth the threat of the chaos-towers failing, Lorn had at first wondered why the use of
firewagons was not curtail ed-except that such would make no difference until a tower actually
failed. He sniles, thinking about how Lector Abramielth had let that slip.

In the cold nmorning breeze, Lorn stretches as he waits for the firewagon that will carry him
back along the Geat Northern H ghway until it joins with the Great Eastern H ghway, where he wl|
transfer to another firewagon to carry himback hone to Cyad. The two green canvas bags at his
feet carry uniforns and little el se, save the antique Brystan sabre, wapped in his undertunics,
and Ryalth's silver-covered book, in his snmallclothes.

At the second set of colums, a good thirty cubits to Lorn's left, stand a half score of
passengers who will be travelling in the rear conpartnment. Anong the brown and gray tunics are the
mar oon cl oak of a mastercrafter and a yellow cloak trimmed in purple. The wonman wearing the yell ow
cloak is gray-haired and carries a | eather instrunment case, possibly a sitarlyn. Lorn is not sure
of that, having been raised in the household of a magus where the order vibrations would skew t he
use of a chaos glass or even shatter it.

Boots scuff on the clean white stones of the platform Lorn turns to his right and watches a
heavy-set nerchanter, followed by a porter and a hand cart. On the hand cart are three roughly
cubi cal canvas-w apped objects, each about two cubits on a side.

"Here." The nerchanter points down beside the colum adjacent to the one flanking Lorn

The porter silently tilts the two-wheel ed handcart into a upright position, then carefully
checks the three containers to ensure they rest securely on the cart's carrying | edge.

The cl ean-shaven and gray-haired nmerchanter in blue nods brusquely and | ooks toward Lorn
taking in Lorn's cream and green uniform and the double bars on the |lancer officer's collar.

"Furl ough, Captain?"

"Duty change," Lorn answers pleasantly.

The nerchanter |aughs pleasantly. "You're one of the good ones, then."

"Good enough. "

"The poor ones never nake captain before they hit the Steps. The fair ones stay here until they
get unlucky or old." The merchanter nods. "Seen them come and go, one way or another."
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"Are you with a clan house?" Lorn asks, noting the fine cut of the man's bl ue shinmercloth
tunic and the polished cupridiumboss on the silver belt buckle.
"Stitheth. One of the oldest in Syadtar."

"What kinds of goods..." Lorn lets his voice trail off, as if he were uncertain as to whether
he shoul d even inquire.

"Durabl es-clays, tinbers from Jakaafra, leathers, well, hides really... all kinds-fromthe
finest in gaitered stun lizards to bull leathers for the nost durable boots. Dyes and polishes,
| acquers..."

"All very necessary goods." Lorn nods. The nerchanter has been careful in his house description-
using the word the "ol dest" rather than "finest," although Lorn has few doubts that the Stitheth
clan is anong the weal thi er houses, since Syadtar is far fromthe sources of all the goods traded
by the house, and npbst woul d have to conme by horse-drawn wagons rather than by firewagon because
their bul k woul d nake firewagon transport unprofitable. "Doubtless all nost profitable in
Syadtar. "

"We have been fortunate," acknow edges the nerchanter. At the low runbling of heavy wheels on
stone, Lorn glances to the west, where the norning sun glints on the white-lacquer-like finish of
t he approaching firewagon as it nears the enbarking portico.

Behi nd the curved gl ass canopy at the front of the vehicle, the two drivers-one white-haired,
the other gray-haired-wear the green tunic of a transporter. Al drivers are forner senior squad
| eaders in the Mrror Lancers, sonething Lorn had | earned at |sahl

Ei ght passengers energe fromthe firewagon, only one fromthe forward conpartnent, a magus of
i ndeterm nate age who nods briefly to Lorn and conti nues past the |lancer officer carrying but a
smal | duffel of white shimercloth. The seven passengers fromthe rear conpartnent all wear brown
or gray, except for a woman in the yellow of an entertainer

Al the passengers vanish into the streets of Syadtar

As Lorn and the nmerchanter beside himwait, the two drivers and two porters slowy unl oad
crates and baskets, while a young enunerator watches.

Then another pair of drivers appears-one bald and the other with salt and pepper hair. The
driver with the black and gray hair begins to wal k around the firewagon, checking each of the six
wheel s, the fastenings, and the array of chaos cells behind the rear conpartnent.

"First conpartnment. Travelers westward! Travel ers westward!" announces the bald driver. "First
conpartnment."”

Lorn bends and lifts the two duffels, careful not to |l et sabre and scabbard strike the one in
his right hand. As he wal ks toward the open front conpartnent door, the wind carries voices from
the second platformto him

"...don't see why they get to travel first free..."

"Because half of themdon't live |long enough to get pensioned off, Vorkin. They can't take
consorts with them if they can find one, and they never are hone. That's why. You want to live
l'ike that?"

"Still... wasn't that bad for your uncle."

"You weren't there."

"Saw enough, | did...."

"Hush!"

A faint smle crosses Lorn's |lips and vani shes.

Behi nd Lorn, the nerchanter directs the porter toward the cargo bay of the firewagon, the space
separating the smaller front conpartnment fromthe |arger rear one.

Lorn has to bend forward to slide the duffels under the thinly padded curved bench seat, and he
pushes themto the far side. Then he has to unclip his scabbarded sabre fromhis belt. After
setting it against the outside wall of the conpartment, he takes the rear wi ndow seat on the left
side, so that he can see ahead.

Through the cupridi umbraced white oak behind his head, he feels the rest of the goods and
crates being | ocaded, and then the clunk of the cargo doors being closed.

The nerchanter peers into the conpartnent, smling as if inrelief. "A bit of space here,
captain. Until Coernmat for certain, anyway." He takes the rear-facing seat on the right side, as
if to be seated as far fromthe Lancer officer as possible, then stretches out his thick |egs.

"M ght not be so bad this tine." Hs words end with a yawn.

"It's better not to be cranped,” Lorn agrees pleasantly. "Cd osing up, sers." The bald driver
peers into the conpartment, before wi thdraw ng and cl osing the door.

"You'll pardon ne, captain. | had to do the accounts before | left, and there wasn't nuch | anp
oil left." The nerchanter nods politely, |eans his head back, and cl oses his eyes.

The firewagon rolls forward slowy and snmoothly picks up speed. Lorn watches the white sunstone
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bui | di ngs of Syadtar pass and vani sh behind him
He will not return to Syadtar. That he knows.

XLIT

The firewagon runbl es through the twilight toward Chul byn, the town that exists only to serve as
the station for transferring passengers and urgent freight fromthe firewagons plying the G eat
Nort hern H ghway to those using the Great Eastern Hi ghway. Even though the chaos cells that power
the rear wheel notors are behind the second conpartnment, Lorn can sense the waning of the cells’
power. This trip will be the vehicle's last, until those cells are replaced with the recharged
cells periodically carried from Cyad to the repleni shment waystations.

Across from himsnores a thin senior enunerator, while the Stitheth nmerchanter sleeps quietly
in the far corner of the firewagon's forward conpartnent.

The firewagon |urches ever so slightly, as if the wheels had struck sonething, and then crushed
it, before the faintly runbling sounds of normal travel resunme. For a nonment, the enunerator's
snores cease. But only for a nonment, Lorn reflects.

The firewagons on the Great Northern Hi ghway are snaller than those on the Great Eastern
H ghway, for all that the travel distance from Cyad to Chulbyn is less than a third the distance
to Syadtar. Has it always been that way? Leaning back in the seat that becone harder and harder
Lorn fingers a chin getting all too stubbly.

WIIl Cyad seemany different? Lorn smles. Different it will seem but in what ways he does not
know. He hopes he will be able to recognize those differences and that he can spend sone tine with
Ryal t h.

A frown replaces the smile. Has Myryan been able to deal with being Cesrt's consort? He takes
a long and sl ow breath. Should he have taken matters in hand there? WIl he ever know? Does he
want to know?

Qutside the forward conpartnent of the firewagon, as chaos powers the vehicle along the
gl eam ng white pavenent of the Great Northern Hi ghway, the twlight deepens into night. Inside
the enunerator snores; the nerchanter sleeps, and Lorn ponders the days ahead.

Part IV - Lorn'alt, Cyad

XLV

The firewagon passes between the two sets of angled whitened granite pillars that synbolically
mar k t he northern boundary of Cyad, the City of Eternal Light and Prosperous Chaos, and at that
monent those pillars are half in the late afternoon sun, half in shadow.

Lorn sits in the mddle of the rear-facing seat in the first conmpartnment. To his left is the
silent Lancer majer who had boarded the firewagon in Chul byn and who has spoken to no one. To his
right is a black-haired and sharp-nosed nerchanter, alnost as silent as the majer. Across from
Lorn sits a painfully thin young womman in the pale green of an apprentice healer, with her father
by the door to her right. Her father - even nore spare than his daughter - wears the unadorned
white of a magus, without the lightning bolt pin of an upper |evel adept. The nagus alternates
bet ween studyi ng the younger nen in the conpartnent, although his observations of Lorn are |ess
intense, as if he has already decided Lorn is scarcely worthy of attention

Lorn | eans back, waiting until the firewagon conpletes its traverse of the city and arrives at
the main firewagon station to west of the Palace of Light. H's thoughts are upon Ryalth and
Myryan... and upon Jerial and his parents. None have seen himas a Mrror Lancer officer

He does not | ook up as the chaos vehicle takes the upper Way of Far Commerce and passes the
three-story sunstone residences of the nerchanter clan principals, small palaces on the fourth
hi ghest hill within Cyad. Nor do his eyes lift as the firewagon, noving snmoothly over the polished
granite blocks that floor all thoroughfares in Cyad, glides by the exchange halls that dwarf al
but the Pal ace of Light and the structures that conprise the Quarter of the Magi

"You're from Cyad, then, Captain?" asks the nmmjer, addressing Lorn for the first tinme on the
entire journey of nore than two hundred kays from Chul byn.

"Yes, ser."

The maj er nods. "I thought so. You've seen it before, many tines."

In the seat facing Lorn, the magus lifts his eyebrows, and he tilts his head, as if view ng
Lorn for the first tinme.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200f%20Cyador.txt (81 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:17 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/L .%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesitt,%20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%20-%20M agi'i %6200f%20Cyador . txt
"Yes, ser." Lorn nods politely to the najer, but the other officer relapses into silence.

Atime |ater, when the firewagon slows to a stop, Lorn eases hinmself erect. After the driver
opens the door to the front conmpartnent, Lorn nods to the magus. "Good day, ser."

"And to you, Captain." The thin nan turns his head and nurnurs, "Carefully, Kilenya." He slides
out the open door, then turns to offer his hand to his daughter. The young heal er apprentice | ooks
neither at Lorn nor at her father as she takes a small green bag fromunder the seat and slips
fromthe compartnent.

The | ancer majer eases his sabre frombeside him takes a single kit bag, and | eaves as
silently as he had entered so long before, offering a brusque nod to Lorn. In turn, the sharp-
faced nerchanter inclines his head to Lorn

"Go ahead," Lorn says with a smle. "I've a great deal under the seat."

"For your courtesy." The nerchanter nods once nore, and slips fromthe firewagon.

Lorn reclains his sabre and clips it in place before sliding out the two bags that hold his
kit. Once on the platformunder the granite pillars of the portico, he takes a slow breath of sea-
perfunmed air, air far danper than he has felt in three long years. He steps closer to the nearest
pillar and sets down his gear, waiting for the others to | eave the pillared portico, watching as
the provincial nmage and his daughter take the first waiting carriage, and the najer the second.
The merchanter talks with a white-haired enunerator, both standing by a wagon waiting on the far
side of the platform presumably for some goods that will be unl oaded fromthe center conpartnent
of the firewagon.

Lorn picks up his gear and crosses the narrow way to the carriage-hire | ane, where he addresses
the first driver of the pair of carriages remaining. "The Road of Perpetual Light, at the crossing
of the Tenth Way."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn opens the carriage door and sets the two duffels that contain his kit on the floor, then
adds, "Straight down to the Third Harbor Way, and then out." He grins. "It's faster that way."

"Yes, ser. As you wish, ser." The driver bobs his head nervously with each word he utters.

Lorn slides into the uncovered carriage and cl oses the hal f-door, settling back into the
uphol stered seat and taking another |ong breath of the noist air of Cyad. For a nonent, he gl ances
up at the thin white clouds seemto hang notionl ess.

As the two horses pull the carriage southward, Lorn, studies the harbor, the white granite
piers that hold near-on a dozen vessels, nore than two thirds long-haulers with stern ensigns of
either Hanor or Nordla. He sees but a single white-hulled fireship and two ships with the blue of
Cyador an houses, and he wonders if one might be a ship in which Ryalor House holds an interest. He
| aughs softly, telling hinself he has no claimon Ryalor House or its assets. None what soever

Except... he shakes his head.

The chill of a chaos-glass screeing himcomes over him as it has internmittently since he went
to Isahl, although this imaging is warnmer. His father? The feel is similar. He shakes his head. He
must work that out- and sonehow reconcile his father to Ryalth.

But can he even work matters out with Ryalth? Wthout her suffering for his transgression of
havi ng been a student magus? WI| she even consider it? And what of Myryan? Is there anything he
can do to renedy her consorting with Cesrt? O did he have but one chance where he has already
fail ed?

Hi s eyes do not truly see the Gty of Light as the carriage conveys himtoward the harbor and
then eastward beneath and past the Pal ace of Light, for he westles with all the questions
seet hi ng behind the conposed expression upon his visage.

"Ser? This corner?" asks the coachman for hire. "lIs this where you wi shed to be?"

Lorn straightens, glances toward the northwest corner, toward the four-story dwelling where he
was raised. The house is larger than he recalls, a dwelling that woul d be a nerchanter palace in
Syadtar. "Yes."

"Three coppers, ser. It was half the city."

Lorn offers four, and opens the carriage hal f-door, easily lifting the two duffels, and
instinctively managi ng to keep the sabre fromstriking anything as he alights. By the tine he has
carried his kit to the front and formal gate of the house, Jerial is standing on the |Iower steps,
wel|l before the green ceramic privacy screen that protects the main entrance overl ooki ng the Road
of Perpetual Light.

H s conposure shatters into a broad snile

As his boots touch the steps beyond the gate, Jerial shakes her head. "I felt you were com ng
Then | wasn't sure. You |l ook so... renoved, so Lancer-like-1 alnost didn't recognize you." Then
she smles, and for a nonent, the fornal facade of healer fades. "I was hoping it wouldn't be |ong

after your last scroll."
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Lorn drops his kit and hugs her, amazed once nmore at how small she truly is, for she has al ways
seemed so nuch | arger
For but an instant, she clings to himbefore deftly slipping out of his enbrace. "You're

stronger."
Lorn understands. "I hope so. | tried to follow what you said." He pauses. "Were' s Myryan?"
"She is consorted... father wote you, | know...."
He shakes his head. "I knew. I|... Myryan..." He shrugs. "Wat you don't see is sonetines hard

to picture.”

"She and Ciesrt have a dwelling. You can see her in the norning. She spends the afternoons at
the infirmary."

Lorn holds back the frown. He understands that nessage as well.

"Fat her used the chaos-glass, but he and nother are still waiting upstairs.”

"Decorum " Lorn says dryly.

"Always," responds Jerial, her tone as dry as Lorn's has been

Lorn picks up the duffels once nore, and the two walk up the | ower steps and then around the
decorative tiled bricks of the privacy screen and into the |ower entry. Side by side they ascend
the marble steps of the formal staircase. Only the servants' quarters are on the | ower |evel-where
breezes are rare.

Lorn's not her-her once-mahogany hair now al nost entirely white- stands at the back of the
second- | evel entrance hall. Beside her is Lorn's father, in shimrercloth white, the bolts of chaos
gl owi ng on the breast of his tunic.

"It's so good to see you." Nyryah's snmile is shy, if warm She does not nove toward her son

"It's good to be here." Lorn sets down his kit, steps forward, and hugs her firmly. Her enbrace
is firm but without the strength he has recall ed.

Wien Lorn steps back, Kien'elth inclines his head to his son the Mrror Lancer captain.

"\l comre hore. "

"Thank you."

"It's good to see you, Lorn. You have grown... in nore ways than one." Kien'elth's smle is
bot h wel com ng and strai ned.

"I've tried." Lorn's snile is practiced and easy. "The Mrror Lancers nmake you work and think."

"Work, certainly. You have a few nore nuscles," offers Nyryah

"I"'mas scrawny as ever," Lorn protests.

"No, you're not," Jerial counters. "Mbdther would know. "

Lorn shrugs hel pl essly.

"I would like a few words with Lorn." Kien"elth smles, first at his son, and then at his el der
daughter, and then his consort. "But a few words, and you nay have hi m back."

"I will check the dinner," Nyryah says. "W nmay be able to find sone tarts, or a pearapple

pie."

"Mother..." Jerial smiles despite the slight exasperation in her voice.

"Lancer captain or not, | doubt that Lorn has lost his taste for sweets... of all kinds,"
Nyryah says firmy. "He does take after his father."

Lorn can't help but grin at his nother.

Even Kien shakes his head ruefully, if barely.

Lorn carries his bags up the second flight of stairs, leaving themin the third | evel foyer. He
unclips the sabre and lays it across the green bags, then follows Kien' elth up the inner steps and
to the study on the uppernost level. Wth an inner sigh, Lorn notes the slight shuffle in his
father's walk and the thinning of his white hair.

The seni or magus cl oses the study door before nmaking his way to the chair behind the polished
white oak table-desk. He sits carefully and not - quite - heavily.

Lorn takes the chair closest to the desk, careful not to let his boots scuff the polished wood
of the legs. He waits as his father studies himin the comparative di mess of the panel ed study.
The sun-gol d eyes have | ost none of the intensity Lorn recalls.

"I said you had grown in nore ways than one. | think you understand to what | refer," Kien
st ates.

"Yes, ser."

"It is a dangerous course. Few conplete it."

Lorn shrugs, understanding all too well why his father will not nention Lorn's grow ng power
and control of chaos. "I've followed what Myryan and Jerial have advised as well, for ny health,
of course.™

"They woul d know, but best you not nention that again, even to ne."
"Yes, ser." Lorn forces hinself to recall that he is back in the City of Light, where every
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statement may be truthread, and every novenent caught in a screeing glass |like the one which
rests, covered, on his father's desk. He frowns, as his eyes study the |ight anmber of the wood
whi ch frames the gl ass.

Kien follows his eyes. "Yes, it's only a year or so old. The old one vani shed when | travel ed
to Fyrad | ast year."

"That's odd," Lorn says.

"Most odd," reflects his father. "I packed it when | left Fyrad, but when | unpacked here, it
was gone."

Lorn nods slowy. He is indeed back in Cyad.

"Wth no sense of it in a year, | doubt its fate will ever be known." Kien leans forward in the

chair and studies his son. "You nay recall Alyiakal ?"

"The | ancer enperor?"

"The | ancer-nmagus enperor. Any Mrror Lancer who has such talents may well turn Cyador over to
t he barbarians. "

Lorn waits.

"I"maging, Lorn, and | amtoo fond of pontificating. Yet | would ask that you bear with ne and
not ask any questions." At those words, Kien'elth turns in his chair so that he does not | ook at
the |l ancer captain and cannot even see Lorn. "All who are of the Magi'i are bound to serve chaos,
and thus linmted by chaos. Those who are lancers are restricted because Cyador can but support
limted conpanies of the Mrror Lancers with firelances. A senior |ancer officer who could nuster
chaos woul d not be so bound or restricted, and both the senior conmanders of the Mrror Lancers
and the nost senior Lectors are bound to find and assure such never becone senior officers. None
speak of this; none who are not first |evel adepts or lectors know of such."

Lorn remains silent in the pause that follows his father's words. Technically, Kien'elth has
not addressed his son, yet he has risked nmuch even to speak as he has.

Kien turns back to face Lorn. "Sone from Cyador ronanticize the freedomof the barbarians.” His
white eyebrows lift. "Wuld you be one of those?"

"No. Once | asked nyself about that freedom"™ Lorn |aughs harshly. "That was before | got to
know t hem "

Kien nods. "A nan free of all restraints is a slave to chance and order. The barbarians are
sl aves to chance, even while they proclaimtheir freedom"

"They' re dangerous, and there seemto be nore of them every year," Lorn points out.

"I suspect it has seened that way for many generations,” Kien says. "Cyador endures, and the
bar bari ans dash thensel ves in vain against the | ancers.”

Lorn nods, but he recalls Jostyn and Cyllt-and others who had shattered beneath such vain
dashi ng.

"You'll be here for a season?"

"Five eightdays."

"Good. We'Il get to see you." Kien snmiles. "So will a nunmber of young wonen, | suspect.”

Lorn shrugs, |ooking appropriately sheepish.

The older man rises. "I will not keep you fromyour sister and your nother. O herwi se we both
will hear of it."

Wth a snile, Lorn stands.

"W will see you at dinner?"

"OfF course. \Where else could | get pearapple creamtarts?" Lorn's smile expands into a broad
grin.

Ki en shakes his head as Lorn turns.

Qutside the study, Lorn glances through the portico colums that ring the open sides of the
upper level, his eyes checking the sout hwest and the harbor, though he cannot see the building
that houses the Cl anless Traders... and Ryal or House. After a nonment, he walks slowy down to the
second level, toward his own quarters, if they can truly be said to be such after his three-year
absence.

In the foyer, he looks for his bags, but sonmeone has noved them and then continues toward the
rear, slipping through the open door. Hi s bags have been set beside the wardrobe beyond the
archway to the sleeping alcove. The sabre Iies across the desk. The chanber has not changed,
except in the feel of disuse and the lack of small itens. There are no spare coppers in the snall
tray in the corner of the desk, nor any paper in the open-topped white oak box beside the enmpty
i nkwel | .

He gl ances at the bags, then offers a crooked snmle to the enptiness of the room before turning
and wal ki ng back toward Jerial's door.

"It's open. You can cone in, Lorn."
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Jerial sits behind the desk. She replaces the cupridiumtipped pen in the hol der and stoppers
the inkwell, her slender fingers quick and deft. The piercing blue eyes turn on her brother, and
both narrow and finely defined black eyebrows arch into a question

"A war ni ng about not repeating the nistakes of ny past," Lorn answers.

"Were they really m stakes?"

"In father's eyes, | suspect."

"There was nore, but | won't press.”

"Thank you." Lorn slides into the arm ess chair at the corner of the table desk that coul d have
been a match to the one in his quarters. "How are matters with you?"

"For a healer without a consort... as can be expected." Jerial shrugs. "I'm good enough, and |
can al ways be counted upon to be there. For that, all | receive is enornous condescension, but the
pressure to be consorted isn't as bad." She displays a crooked snile. "I'molder now than nost of

the juni or adepts who need consorts, and those who are left don't wish a sharp-tongued healer."

"Especially one with brothers such as yours?" Lorn's tone is idle.

"Vernt is nost accepted.”

"I woul d have thought so."

"And a | ancer who fights the barbarians is respected."

"I'n short, |I'mexpected to die young and respectably, and Vernt will carry on." Lorn's tone is
totally without bitterness, as though he states a fact so obvious that there is not a doubt of its
veracity.

"No. You are expected to act heroically and effectively.'
"lIsn't that what |ancer captains do?"

"I"'monly half what's expected, then

"I imagine you are very effective."

"The maj er said sonething along those lines," Lorn admts.

"Good." Jerial pauses. "I presume you will offer sone observations on the barbarians and the
Gass Hills at dinner."

"Yes. And how the | ancers serve Cyador and the Magi'i."

"That cream m ght be too heavy."

Lorn keeps the smile fromhis |lips, but not his eyes, though he coul d have done that as well.

Jerial laughs softly. "I forget how well you deliver the outrageous."

"I't's not outrageous. The Mrror Lancers and the firelances provided by the Magi'i are all that
keep the barbarians of the north fromturning Cyador into a wasteland." Looking perfectly earnest,
Lorn squares his shoul ders.

"Well... Vernt mght believe you. If you began with the firel ances."

Lorn's eyes catch Jerial's.

"He wants to be |ike Father, Lorn." Her healer's voice carries a trace of sadness. "He does not
know Fat her."

"Il be very careful... and very cheerful."

"That would be best. Mther is still nbst observant."” Lorn nods. "What about Myryan?"

"She is handling Ciesrt as well as possible. Your words to father gave her sone nore tine."

"You're afraid it wasn't enough?" Lorn studies Jerial wi thout seeming to do so, alnobst |eaning
back in the arm ess chair. "She doesn't talk to me. Not really."

"I"ll see her tomorrow," he prom ses.

"That woul d be good. Mdtther insisted, quietly, that you not face Ci esrt as soon as you
arrived."

"She is not happy with the consorting."”

"Nei ther she nor father saw any other choices. Myryan could not follow ny path." Jerial's snmle
is tight. "I feared that."

"You did what you could."

"I need sone tine to unpack." Lorn stands and stretches. "And to wash up before dinner. It was

The eyebrows arch a second tine.

Lorn shrugs. "lI'mnot terribly heroic."

a long ride from Syadtar."

"And t hi nk?"

"That, too." He turns toward the door. "Lorn?"

"Yes."

"When you need them .. there are blues for a senior enunerator in your wardrobe, under the
wi nter waterproof. | thought your friend needed, shall we say, advancenent."

"Thank you." Lorn nods to Jerial, then steps out into the open corridor, walking slowy back to
a chanmber that is his, and is not.

There he opens the first green bag and begins to place his uniforns in the wardrobe, al ongside
the enumerator blues. A faint snmile curls his |ips.
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After the clothes are unpacked, and he has slipped the silver volume into hiding with the
smal | cl ot hes, he takes out the Brystan sabre he has carried across Cyador, resharpened and worked
into shape, sensing the faint order-death sense of the worked and polished iron beneath the
scabbard. He has taken one liberty with the blade, a significant one, for nowthe tip of the bl ade
is edged on both sides, if only for a span on the heavy-backed side. His senses tell himthat mnuch
of a true point will not weaken it, and for what he has in mnd, he my need to thrust with it.

He can hold the iron w thout burning his hands, but there is no reason to, not when Vernt or
his father mght sense it. He smiles. He is, after all, entitled to a souvenir of his efforts
agai nst the barbarians, although he has kept its presence hidden fromall the |lancers at |sabhl
and will fromhis famly. Even should his father scree the iron, Kien'elth will say nothing
directly.

Once he has folded the green bags and put themin the back of the wardrobe, he pulls off his
boots, and then the uniformhe has worn for too many days. There is a robe on one of the wardrobe
pegs, which he slips on, before heading out the door toward the bathing chanber

Once he is washed thoroughly and shaved, he returns to his roomand |lies across the bed. Wat
can he do about Myryan... and Ryalth?

He does not ponder either long, for sleep clainms him

A gentle rapping on the door frane brings himawake, and he bolts upright.

"Di nner is alnost ready," Jerial says fromthe other side of the closed oak door. "I thought
you'd like to know. "

Lorn has to clear his throat before he can reply. "Thank you. | dozed off."

"l thought you might."

There is silence, and Lorn can sense that she has slipped away to |l et himready hinself.

After hurriedly dressing, Lorn | eaves his chanbers and wal ks down the steps to the smaller, and
war mer, inner dining area on the second level, his boots silent on the marble of the steps.

Even so, one of the servants nods to himas he nears. He does not recognize the brunette with
the round face and the braided brown hair. "I"msorry. I"'mLorn. | don't believe we've net."

"Sylirya, ser. | cane here a season after you left."” Sylirya keeps her eyes properly downcast.

"How have you found it?"

"Your family is nost kind, ser. A better home |I could not have found." She noistens her |ips.

"I must help cook, ser...."

Lorn sniles cheerfully. "Do what you nust."

He waits until she turns, then waits again as he hears his father's heavy steps on the stairs.

The magus whose hair has turned fromshimrering silver to a flatter white over al nost four
years nods to his son. "You're still the first to the table." He | ooks around, then at Lorn. "Is
Jerial here? You were tal king to soneone."

"The new servant-Sylirya."

"She's scarcely new, Lorn. It's been nearly three years for her, and for Kysia, and nore than a
year for Quyal -she's the new cook."

"What happened to Elthya?”

"Her nmother fell ill, and when she went back to her town-1've forgotten the name-a w dower
she'd known when they were children asked her to be his consort." Kien spread his hands. "So we
had to get a new cook. Quyal's as good as Elthya, but her cooking's different, nore... western

I'd say. More spice."
The two nmen wal k through the foyer and along the corridor to the dining area, where they stand
by the door, waiting for the others.
"Too spicy?" asks Lorn.
"I did ask for alittle | ess seasoning," his father admts.
They turn as Jerial approaches.
"Lorn was here, first, |I'd wager,'

Jerial observes.

"Before nme," their father confirnms.

"Vernt should be here before long," Jerial says. "I heard himcome in, but he'll wait for
not her . "

As she speaks, Lorn hears steps, and Vernt and his nother appear. Like his father, Vernt wears
the white shimercloth of an adept of the Magi'i, but without the lightning enblem He has al so

added a short-trimred beard, sandy-colored like his hair.
"The | ancer has returned," the younger mage says. "Wl come back."
"Thank you." Lorn inclines his head. "It's good to see everyone."
"Can we eat?" Kien rolls his eyes
"OfF course, dear," responds Nyryah. "Wiy don't you just go in and sit down?"
Lorn follows his father. Wiile Kien sits at the end of the table with his back to the w ndow,
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Lorn takes the place to his father's right. Jerial sits beside Lorn, and Nyryah seats herself at
the end opposite her consort. Vernt takes the place across fromJerial and Lorn
Sylirya eases a large crock before Kien, setting a ladle beside it. Another woman brings in two

trays of bread-sun-nut and a dark rye. "Thank you, Quyal." Nyryah nods at the second server. "Wat-
" begi ns Kien.
"Dinner is a beef stew Quyal didn't know Lorn was coming," interjects Nyryah quickly.

"None of us knew when he was comning," adds Jerial. Lorn shrugs.

"Just serve yoursel f, dear," suggests Lorn's nother to Kien

"I will. I will." The ol der magus shakes hi s head.

Vernt offers the tray of nut bread to his nother, then takes two slices and sets themon his
pl ate, before passing the tray across to Jeri al

"You | ook good." Vernt sniles happily at Lorn, then at the tray Jerial holds. "I still renenber
how you sneaked extras on the sun-nut bread. You'd pass it up to begin with, and then take three
slices later."

Lorn grins easily. "Why not? You always tried to grab two right at first, and you al ways got
caught. Now you can do it, and no one says anything."

"After all these years," Kien grunbles good-naturedly, "you two are still at it."
Jerial laughs. "They're brothers. Did you expect that to change?"
"I"'magetting older. | could hope." Kien slides the crock toward Lorn, who serves Jerial and

them hi nmsel f, before passing it.

Vernt serves Nyryah and then hinself, while Lorn pours a maroon wi ne for everyone.

"Careful with that Fhynyco," Kien tells Lorn. "It's better than Byrdyn."

"As good as Al af raan?"

"Al af raan? Now he's heard of wi nes we don't know. " Kien shakes his head. "Boy goes off, and now
he's a | ancer who knows wines."

Bot h Jerial and Lorn |augh.

"I wouldn't,"” Lorn says, "except that one of the officers cane froma vintner's fanmly in
Escadr."

"At least he admits it," adds Nyryah. "Now... start eating before it all gets cold."

Lorn needs little urging, and stew or not, the first nouthful tells himit is the best neal he
has eaten since he left three years earlier

"What is Isahl really like?" Jerial asks after Lorn has eaten several mouthfuls and half of the
slice of nut bread he had slipped onto his plate.

Lorn swallows. "It's hotter in the sumrer, colder in the winter, and windier all the tine.
Qut side of the outpost, there are no nore than a score of famlies in the valley, and fewer than
that in the adjoining valleys. The only trees are scrub cedars, and bushes..." Lorn's description
is as accurate as he can make it. "...and everything has walls. Even the herders have sod walls
around their holds."

"I wouldn't want to be there."” Vernt offers a twisted smle. "It's too bad he can't tell that
to sonme of the student nmges.™

"They woul dn't believe ne." Lorn shrugs. "I wouldn't have believed ne."

A slight chill passes over the room and Lorn and his father exchange gl ances. Lorn takes

anot her bite of stew, noting the m nute nods between his nother and Jerial. Someone is using a
chaos glass. To see if Lorn is indeed with family? O to check up on Vernt or his father?

"What will you do while you're here?" asks Nyryah quickly.

"See you, visit friends, enjoy good food, and rest. Al the things you can't do out in the
Hlls of Endless Gass."

"And then... ?" Vernt inquires.

"I'moff to ny next post. In CGeliendra. |'ve been told I'll have a conpany." Lorn shrugs. "In
the Mrror Lancers, you find out when you get there." He takes a snall swallow of the Fhynyco,
stronger and snoot her than Byrdyn, then helps hinself to nore of the stew.

"And after that?" Vernt persists. "Or do you know?"

"I could but guess." Lorn takes another bite of the stew before continuing. "If | nake
overcaptain, or sub-majer, | could be the second-in-conmand sonewhere, or head a port
installation... or..." He lets the words trail off.

"Seasons enough to worry about that," says Kien. "Best we enjoy the season at hand." He smiles
at Lorn, and then at Nyryah.

"And you," she replies to the | ook of her consort, "are like your sorts, wanting to know what
sweets foll ow?"

"There is little wong with that," counters the ol der nagus.

Nyryah inclines her head to Sylirya, who slips away fromthe table, to return with a shall ow
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bow that she sets before Kien. Then the serving girl slips smaller porcelain bows, fringed in
gold, before each famly nmenber before retreating to the archway where she waits.
"You will have to do with dried pearapples and sweet brown sauce,” Nyryah tells Lorn

"I can nmanage that." Lorn chuckles. "I never saw pearapples in Isahl, or Syadtar, either."
"What is Syadtar |ike?" Jerial asks. "ls it dirty with narrow streets, |ike a barbarian town?"
Lorn shakes his head. "It's |like any other town |'ve seen in Cyador. G anite and sunstone

buil dings, clean tile roofs, wi de paved streets, houses like the smaller ones here in Cyad." He
shrugs. "Except for the size of the buildings and how few there are conpared to Cyad, the towns
I'"ve seen all are pretty nuch alike. That's until you get to the grasslands and the herders
hol dings out in the Grass Hills."

"I don't think I'd like that," ventures Jeri al

Lorn senses he is being watched, but as he watches, never |ooking overtly, he can see no one.
Nor is the feeling |ike that of being watched in a glass, as he has felt with his father, and,
occasionally, at other times- as had happened earlier at dinner. Being watched, in his parents’
honme? Bei ng watched by other Magi'i, in a glass, that he can understand. But who el se woul d care?

He reaches for the pearapples, a smle still upon his lips.

XLV

A raw wi nter wind whips off the Great Western Ocean and across the city of Cyad, bringing a chil
that belies the bright md-norning sun set in the cloudl ess green-blue sky. Waring but his wi nter
white uniform trimred in green, and white | eather gloves, and w thout the sabre, Lorn wal ks

qui ckly eastward on the wal kway of the Road of Perpetual Light, stepping past the First Score Wy.
The carry-bag in his left hand is gray- sonething that could be carried by a lancer, a tradesman
or a merchanter. In it is the set of blue shimercloth enunerator garnents.

The dwel ling where Jerial has directed Lorn is still farther to the east, al nbst out of the
city. Lorn hurries, because he wishes to arrive at nidnmorning-when Cesrt will be at his tasks in
the Quarter of the Magi'i

When he reaches the Twenty-Third WAy, Lorn pauses, readjusting the white dress officer's cap
as he nmentally reviews the description provided by Jerial and conpares it to the dwellings to his
right. The two-story dwelling is of green glazed brick, with a blue tile roof, set in a slight
hol | ow between two | arger dwellings, blocked partly fromthe cooling ocean breezes. The privacy
screen is of blue and green tiles, with a tinme-faded inset golden lily in its center.

He steps up to the |l edge on the left side of the privacy screen and pulls on the green silken
cord to ring the bell

After a long nonent, he hears steps, and the viewing shutter is unslit. "Lorn!" Myryan rushes
out the door and around the screen. She hugs her brother tightly and buries her head against his
chest. "You're here! You cane!"

He has to drop the carry-bag to return the enbrace.

After the initial exclamation and hug, al nost as suddenly, Myryan steps back and | ooks down. "I
suppose consorted healers aren't supposed to do that." Her smle is partly sheepish, partly
sonet hing Lorn cannot identify. "But you were out fighting the barbarians, and you came back
safely, and you are ny brother."

Lorn is conscious of just how thin and frail she appears, tall as she is, even in the | oose-
fitting heal er greens. He can sense no chaos about her, no sickness... yet there is sonething.
Around her is the faint scent of trilia and erhenflower, a conbination rmuch gentler than
erhenfl ower al one, and not as overpoweringly sweet as trilia al one.

"You must cone in." She bends as if to pick up his bag. "lI've got it." Lorn is quicker and has
it in hand before she half-starts the novenent.

"Same old Lorn. Do you | et anyone do anything for you?"

"Sometines. "
"Ha! Tell me when." She doesn't wait for an answer, but wal ks around the ceram c privacy screen
and through the still open front door. Lorn follows with his carry-bag.

Beyond the front door is a snmall tile-floored foyer scarcely four cubits square with arches
leading in three directions. Myryan leads Lorn to the left, into a chanber perhaps ten cubits |ong
and six wide. The walls have been freshly plastered and painted in a green-tinted, off-white
color, and the floor tiles recently regrouted.

Three narrow and shuttered wi ndows grace the outside front wall, their lower sills two cubits
above the polished but worn green ceramc tile floor. A narrow set of shelves stands between the
|l eft end of the wi ndows and the corner, bare except for a single scul pted sunstone statuette of a
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magus | ooking up at a single step. In the other wi ndow corner is a waist-high circular table

hol ding an oil lanmp that had once been in Myryan's chanbers. Facing the window is a settee

uphol stered in faded blue. To its |eft stands another table, of darker wood, holding a blue glass
lanp. To its right, between the settee and the window table, is a straight-backed oak chair. The
| ast piece of furniture in the roomis a | ow padded stool set before the m ddl e w ndow

Myryan steps to the wi ndows, and one after the other, opens the shutters to let in the light.
She turns and gestures around the small room "This will have to do. W only have the one sitting
room and no portico." She stands by the padded stool and faces the settee.

Lorn sets down the bag and takes the straight-backed white oak chair that, fromits patina, is
probably ol der than either of them Mryan settles onto the stool. "Wen did you get back?"

"Last night." He smles crookedly. "Jerial suggested that nmy arriving late in the evening at
your door might not have been well-received. So | canme this norning." He does not nention that
their parents had of fered no guidance, except indirectly through Jerial

"Jerial never cared that nmuch for G esrt." Myryan smles wanly.

"She didn't offer any judgnments."”

"Does she need to?" Myryan's tone of voice is wy, nuch like their nother's can be.

"Jerial does things her own way," Lorn answers.

"She al ways has. | don't see that changing."

"How are you doi ng?"

"I"'mstill working as a healer." Her amber eyes sparkle for a noment. "And trying to turn this
pl ace into sonething respectable. Al the walls were dark blue."

"Wth large gold lilies painted on thenf"

"Smal | faded yellow lilies. Everywhere." Myryan |aughs. "It was the best we could do. Cesrt

didn't want us to live with our parents, and | didn't want to live with his. So..."

"Juni or second | evel adepts don't nake that nuch."”

"You're kind, Lorn. Third level. He says he'll make | ower second this sumer when the Lectors
review all the thirds."

Lorn considers the dwel ling-nbdest by the standards of where they grew up, but far from npdest

even conpared to Ryalth's quarters... assum ng Ryalth has not found | arger accommodati ons suited
to the success of Ryal or House.

Myryan follows his eyes. "W had help. Kharl'elth and father... and soneone el se."

"Someone el se?" Lorn does frown.

Myryan shrugs, al nost hel plessly. "I thought it might have been you. Like the heal er pin. There
was a deposit nmade in an account at the Exchange in ny name... as nuch as father and Kharl
promsed. | told Cesrt that it canme fromnother's fanmly. He just nodded."

Lorn could see Cesrt nodding, accepting what he could not understand, and passing through life
wi t hout consi dering anything beyond the Quarter of the Magi'i. "You have no idea?"

Myryan shakes her head. "I kept the golds for alnpbst a season, but there was never any hint of
anything fromanyone. Finally... well... | found the house. Tyrsal hel ped me, posed as a relative.

W' ve only been here a season.”
"You' re happier here."

Myryan smiles. "Miuch happier. |'ve done some work outside, but | can't wait to start on the
garden. The soil's good, and | can grow sone of the better herbs, | think. And Jerial commi ssioned
a bed and armoire for us. | don't know how she did..."

Lorn rai ses his eyebrows.

"Well... she didn't have to..."

"She made you promse not to tell, right?"

Myryan nods. "You won't, will you?"

"Chaos-light, no. Wat does Ciesrt think about all this?"

"He's pleased we have our own dwelling. None of the other thirds do."

"I"'mglad you do."

"What about you?" she asks.

"I have a little less than five ei ghtdays before |I have to | eave and report to Geliendra.

You'll have tinme to fill me in." He smles. "On everything. Al nost everything," he quickly adds.
"Celiendra?" She frowns. "Be careful. The Magi'i are doing sonething there. | overheard
Kharl ... but he stopped when he saw Ciesrt and ne."

"He is the Kharl'elth, and still the Second Magus?"

"Very powerful, and he nakes sure the famly knows it." Myryan's nouth crinkles into an ironic
smle. "He spends all his time in the Palace. That's the way Ci esrt tal ks about it."

"Did you hear any nore about GCeliendra?"

"I didn't hear nuch. | wouldn't have heard that, but |I'mnot that confortable when we go there,
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and..." She offers an enbarrassed snile this tine.

"You used your chaos-order senses?"

She nods, then adds, "All | heard was something about the inportance of the trial period, and
the interest of the Enperor. It was at a gathering, and he was tal king to another of the Magi'i.
It wasn't Chyenfel, but we were never introduced-I wasn't. Kharl took Ci esrt and introduced him
Myryan's face hardens slightly. "Since | wasn't introduced, |I didn't ask who he was. | wi sh |
had. "

"It doesn't matter.'
not the |istener

Myryan brushes back a strand of curly black hair and shifts her weight on the padded st ool
"Sometines, when I'mthere, | feel nore like a settee or a table than a person.”

"At Cesrt's parents' dwelling?"

"They want us to have children, and she's always aski ng ne when she can expect a grandchild."
Myryan's lips twist. "I tell her that it's in the hands of chaos. It is, but not the way she
t hi nks. "

"Jerial ?"

Myryan nods. "She knows a |ot. Sonetinmes that's hel pful, and she didn't even ask why."

"Does Ciesrt suspect?"

Myryan | aughs gently. "He's order-blind, |like Vernt. Maybe that's why they get along so well.'

"I didn't know they had becone friends," Lorn says easily. "Friends? | don't know. Wen they
tal k, they understand each other, but they don't go out of their way." The healer lifts her
shoul ders, then drops them "That's with anyone-both of themare like that."

"Vernt asked a question or two at dinner last night," Lorn says.

"He probably had to force hinmself to do that."

"Ciesrt... does he talk nuch? To you, | mean?"

"He tells ne everything he can about his day, and about how many firewagon cells he charged,
and why the cells on the bigger firewagons are different, and how i nportant what he and the others
do is for Cyad." She |aughs softly. "I listen. He neans well, and, in his own way, he does want ne
to be happy."

"I'mglad for that." Lorn turns in the chair.

"That chair is hard. You could sit on the settee."

Lorn neans it. The information's value is in the content and the speaker

He grins and stands, stretching. "I'mstill alittle stiff fromthe travel. Not used to sitting
in a firewagon for days."

"You... the man who could outwait anyone?"

"Only if | have a reason," he points out. "Qtherwise, | have trouble sitting still."

"That | find hard to believe, nmy dear brother."

Lorn rolls his eyes.

"I won't ask about other... matters.” Mryan stands. "The kitchen isn't nuch, but | need to eat
sonet hi ng, and so do you." She uncoils herself fromthe stool, standing as tall as Lorn, and
motions for himto foll ow

The kitchen has al so been replastered and snells fresh and cl ean, despite the age of the
dwel I i ng. Sonehow, the spare setting suits Myryan, Lorn reflects, watching her extract a wedge of
cheese fromthe watercool er.

Deftly, his sister slices the hard cheese into finger-sized wedges, yet Lorn can sense her
reluctance with the knife, and her relief when she wipes it clean and replaces it in the wooden
hol der qui ckly.

"The knife bothers you."

"Most heal ers have trouble with knives, even cupridiumones, but they're not as bad as the iron
ones."

"The iron-"
"It's not the iron. | can hold iron, any kind of iron, and it doesn't bother me."
Lorn frowns. "I'd think... this can't be new"

Myryan |laughs. "New? It's been a problemsince the firstborn. The Magi'i don't nention it
because we're just healers, not wielders of chaos." Lorn holds in the wince he feels.

"Take sonme of the cheese. You're pale. I'ma healer, and | can sense it." Myryan breaks off a
chunk of the slightly stale bread and thrusts that at himas well.

"I didn't conme to take food."

"I know. You cane, and |I'mglad.”" Myryan chews the bread and cheese before speaking. "lIs this
all right? | |ike bread and cheese. Ciesrt doesn't. He wants a hot breakfast and dinner. So | have
the cheese at m d-day."

"Bread and cheese like this are fine,

Lorn reassures her. "They're not at all |ike what
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| ancers get, even lancer officers. | didn't say much about food |ast night, but | think anything
in Cyad woul d taste wonderful. This is better cheese." He raises his eyebrows. "Wat kind?"

"It's fromthe east, soneplace called Wrrak, | think."

"And the eastern barbarians actually nake good cheese?"

"They're not all like those in the north," Mryan counters.

"No matter what father says?" Lorn smles.

"Ch..." She pauses. "Father is beginning to |look old. Didn't you see it? Sometines, | wonder."

"His hair is white, not silver. But it will happen to us all," Lorn says.

"But it's so sudden. Last year, it was silver."

Lorn frowns.

"There's nothing | can do. Mother's doi ng what she can. | hope she doesn't try too hard."

"Too hard?"

"She's a healer, not just a nother. If she puts too much into hel ping father, then..
| ooks at Lorn.

"It could hurt her."

"It could. It will." Myryan waps the cheese and replaces it in the cooler, then puts the bread
in the keeper. She | ooks at the sandglass on the pedestal. "I don't want to go... but |I'd
better... they expect me."

"I'"ll keep stopping by."

"I hope so. You are ny brother.

Myryan

Her smile warms him but it fades too quickly as she

continues, "I won't ask about other things, Lorn. | hope you work them out, but | shouldn't know.
We have dinner at |east once a week with Cesrt's parents.”
He nods, understanding too well. "Thank you. | hope so, too."

"I"'mgoing to have to leave for the infirmary. |Is there anything | can do before |I go?"

Lorn wants to laugh. Anything she can do? He is the one who shoul d have act ed.

"Lorn..." Myryan's anber eyes catch Lorn's. "You did what you could. It's better this way. |
can accept Ciesrt.”

Accept. Lorn does not |ike the word.

"Wwuld you nmind if | just sat for a while in the garden?" he finally asks. "I need sone quiet.
I"I'l leave fromthere."

"You coul d stay here."

"I think I'd Iike the garden." Lorn does not wish to risk being seen in a glass within her
wal | s wi thout her present, for several reasons.

"If that's what you'd like." She smiles once nore. "You ve always needed sone tinme apart from
others. I'mglad that hasn't changed."

"I don't always want that distance, Myryan." He steps forward and hugs her. "I just can't
change things. Not now "

She returns the hug, then steps back, and he wonders if he has changed so nuch that she nust
hang onto a few old mannerisns to assure herself that he remains the Lorn she knew.

After reclaimng the carry-bag and waving fromthe garden gate as Myryan wal ks out to the Road
of Perpetual Light, Lorn steps back into the garden, finding the arbor

Myryan nmay guess what he is doing, but she does not know, and one arbor is nuch |ike another in
a screeing glass.

Sone tine after he senses that she is far enough eastward of the house that she cannot sense
anyt hi ng he may do, he steps into the corner of the arbor where the gray winter |eaves of the
grape are thick and will shield himfromany eyes that nay peer fromthe adjoining dwellings that
rise above the blocks of the gray stone walls that enclose the rear garden of Myryan's dwelling.

Once he has changed into the blues and boots that he had carried in the bag, he stretches, then
readj usts the tunic. The blues feel strange on him.. as if he had outgrown them He checks the
fit, and the tailoring is perfect. Wth a snort, he sniles.

He emerges fromthe arbor as a senior enunerator, carry-bag in hand, and wal ks through the
outside garden gate, carefully latching it behind him and then heads al ong the Road of Perpetua
Li ght, westward back toward the center of Cyad.

At the Fifteenth Way, |ong before he can be seen fromhis parent's dwelling, he turns and wal ks
southward to the Road of Benevol ent Commerce. Bag still in hand, he follows it toward and then
into the Merchanter section

Wth the sun higher in the clear blue-green sky, the wi nd has softened and warned, and nore
folk fill the wal kways that flank the road. A wagon drawn by a single horse passes. Lorn notes the
| egend painted in yell ow upon the green wagon si deboard: Tarfak House, Spices.

Per haps Ryal or House shoul d investigate spices. He smiles |opsidedly and conti nues wal ki ng, his
steps quick and precise. As he passes the Enpty Quarter coffee house, he can see that it appears

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200f%20Cyador.txt (91 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

nore enpty than three years earlier, and that the awning that once sheltered outside tables has
been renoved. So have the tables. |Is there that little coffee left that it is too expensive for
junior nerchanters?

At the Third Harbor Way, he steps behind an enpty wagon drawn by a pair of nules and crosses to
the white stone wal kway on the far side, where he turns harborward and wal ks down the gentle
incline to the | ower nerchanters' plaza. Three carts renmain under their traditional green and
white striped awnings as Lorn strides around themto the northwest corner of the plaza, his
destination the squat-1ooking white building of the Can-less Traders, where Ryalth has continued
to maintain the small office of Ryal or House.

Once inside the squared open archway and off the relatively uncrowded plaza, Lorn finds hinself
at the edge of a swirl of figures in blue, as well as a fewin red, white, or green. Seem ngly
wi t hout much notice, Lorn eases through and around the snall groups of traders and haggl ers and

hangers-on and makes his way to the stairs at the rear of the high-arched hall. He glances up at

the three stories of bal conies and hopes that Ryalth has not noved her trading office too far
She has not noved it at all-it remains the sane two-doored area at the back of the third | evel

well into the northeast corner. Sitting at the small corner desk, she studies a | edger, her head

down, and as he slips toward her Lorn can see that she has cut her hair far shorter than he
recal | s.

"Do you have a need of a senior enunerator, Lady Merchanter?" Lorn snmiles, but he finds his
heart is beating faster than it shoul d.

"I have..." Ryalth | ooks up, and her nouth drops open. "You cane," she whispers. "You really
did."

Lorn can sense that no one is that near or listening. "I arrived last night... ny parents
expected nme to spend sone tine there... so | came as soon as | could." He forces hinself to cut

of f the explanation of why he did not want them suspicious of his imedi ate departure. "As soon as
| could.”

Ryalth quietly closes the ledger. "You still are trying to protect me, aren't you?"

"You seemto be able to take care of yourself." He smiles. "And you' ve protected ne in so many
ways. | never woul d have thought about scrolls going through Fyrad, or been able to set that up."

"That was easy." She pauses. "It was not difficult."

"Your enumerator?"

"Eileyt is still at the harbor, checking the accounts of the latest venture with the Jekseng

clan. Dyes from Brysta-their green is better than anything on this side of the Eastern Ccean.™

"Does Ryal or House have ventures with everyone?" Lorn shakes his head.

"It's better that way. Each thinks we're too snall to stand alone, and that way | can spread
the risks." Ryalth stands.

Lorn wi shes to hold her, but his hand nerely brushes hers. They both stiffen

"I think 1'd better close up," she smiles wyly. "I"'mnot going to finish review ng these." She
lifts the | edger, then slips it into the | eather case she has pulled from beneath the desk

Lorn watches as Ryalth extracts a wallet fromthe desk, then slips a |ock bar in place and
padl ocks the bar. "It won't stop a Clan thief, but to break it will nake enough noi se that
everyone will know, and they frown on that." She lays the thin and |ong | eather wallet-al nost a
narrow pouch-on the desk top and fingers the golds inside into a position to allow her to fold it
in half. She slips the folded wallet into the slots in the back of the heavy and overlarge bl ue
| eat her belt she wears.

After Ryalth closes and | ocks the doors, the two wal k briskly down the steps and out though the

covered hall. A few heads turn at Ryalth's red hair, see the enunerator's garb, and turn back.
"Anot her enunerator... has three..."
"...trades everything... but not a lot... doesn't |ose nuch..."

"You shoul d be so good, Tynyk."

"Everyone knows you," Lorn observes.

"I"ve made it a point," she says. "I've helped those | could, and cheated no one."

"The good and fair |lady trader."

"Not al ways good."

The bl eakness in her voice surprises Lorn, and he says nothing as they cross the open plaza
out si de the hall

"You were right, when we first dealt with cotton and oil." She turns her head, and the deep
bl ue eyes fix his anber ones. "I |learned that again, the hard way. | find | have to renenber that,
but | don't like it." Lorn nods, though her words send a cold knife down his spine. They wal k
silently eastward al ong the Road of Benevol ent Conmerce, past a row of arynmids with furled gray
wi nter | eaves, their trunks pale gray in the afternoon |ight.
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"How l ong will you be here?" she asks quietly. "Alnost five eightdays. | get six, but that has
to include travel fromlsahl and then to CGeliendra. That's ny next post."

"And you sought me out within a day? Are there not scores of healers and wonen from hi gh | ancer
famlies vying for your attention?"

"I wasn't interested." Lorn cannot quite keep his tone disinterested. "I would have sought you
last night, but ny fam |y was watching. Soneone has al so been following nme with a screeing gl ass,
not always ny father. | didn't come fromthe house, directly. | stopped to see Myryan and then

changed in her garden arbor after she left for the infirmary."

"I would have liked to have seen that." Ryalth's |ips quirk

"I"'msure you would." Lorn | aughs gently.

They pass the Fourth Harbor Way-the east one, although the ways are not distinguished on the
pl acards by whether they are east or west of the harbor center.

"How i s Myryan?" Ryalth asks after a tine.

"I don't know. She seens healthy, but she's... nore resigned than happy. The only tine she
seened joyful was when she tal ked of the house and of her garden.™

"I'sn't that good?"

"I"'mglad she has the house," Lorn says. "I can't inagine her living with Cesrt's parents.
He's the second highest Magi'i. Kharl, C esrt's father, | nean."

"That rmust be quite an honor for Myryan to be his consort." Ryalth's voice is even, hiding
enoti ons.

"She didn't want it, and | tried to talk father out of it before | left. He ' waited to consort
her, but he didn't change his mnd." Lorn takes a deep breath. "I think Myryan woul d have been

better without the honor."
"You'd do al nost anything for those you |ove."

"Al nost," Lorn tenporizes, again wondering if he should have killed Kharl before the Lector
knew Lorn was a threat.

"More than that, | think." Ryalth's voice is calm slightly distant. "Your father knows that."
After a barely inperceptible pause, she adds, "Don't you think?"

"Father? | think he doesn't know quite what to think. I'"'mnot the Magi'i son he wanted, and |'m

not exactly the lancer officer he suggested | could be."

"You survived and nade captain," she points out.

"I'm.. effective," Lorn says. "Not glorious.”" H s eyes flick to the next Way, where a tinker's
cart is tied before a smaller house, and where the naroon garbed tradesman pedals a foot-grinder
and sharpens knives, deftly handling one, then another.

She nods, her lips quirking monmentarily. "Maybe that's why you're a good trader."

"I'mnot a trader. You're far better than | could ever be."

"You can see what will change,"” she corrects him "I know what to do when you tell nme what wll
happen. "

"W nake a good team" He smiles, happy to be wal ki ng beside her, as they pass the tinker's
cart.

"You' ve never said that before."

"I haven't? |'ve thought it enough."”

"There's much you think and don't share, Lorn."

He cannot but catch the edge of wi stful ness behind the facade of the experienced nerchanter, a
wi st ful ness he doubts nost would perceive. "I"'msorry." And he is, yet he knows that every word in
many pl aces they both frequent may carry to the wong ears.

Ryalth points to the structure on the |ower side of the Road of Benevol ent Commerce, although
she points upward. "I took chanbers on the third | evel. The end stairs."

Lorn follows her through the archway in the wall and then through the sinple shared forna
garden-little nore than trimred dwarf cedar, two short flower beds turned under for the w nter
and time-polished stone benches placed in areas shaded by the handful of feathering conifers.

"These cane vacant. They only cost three golds a season nore, and the balcony is nore private,"”
Ryalth explains, starting up the outside stone steps. "It seened worth it. They're larger, and the
breeze is better in the sunmer."”

"And col der in the wnter?"

"I haven't noticed." She smiles as she stops in front of the |last door off the covered wal kway
on the third | evel

"Better view up here," Lorn says.

"It is."

The key clicks in the lock, and she opens the door, waiting for Lorn to enter. He waits for her
to enter. Both snile, albeit nervously.
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He finally shakes his head and steps inside, past the narrow interior privacy screen. Then he
turns, taking in her face and the deep blue eyes that he has recalled on so many ni ghts.

Ryalth cl oses the door. She steps past the screen, and Lorn's arns go around her, but not so
qui ckly as hers encircle him

The key clanks on the floor. Neither reaches for it as their |ips neet.

XLVI

In his undertunic, Lorn sits in the small eating area by the door to the bal cony, glancing over
the enpty plates that had earlier held a thrown - together onelet and al nost fresh dark bread to
take in Ryalth, her creany freckled skin and the deep blue eyes that make even nerchanter bl ue
seem shal | ow by conparison, even above the bul ky white cotton robe she had donned before she had
made t he onel et.

Lorn sniles, and Ryalth sniles back

He sips the water fromthe goblet, pondering the early norning drizzle beyond the small w ndow,

wondering if it is the typical winter norning drizzle or whether it will Iift as the sun rises
hi gher into the sky.
The |l ady merchanter |ooks at the goblet Lorn holds. "I don't buy coffee any nore."

"That's all right. It's too bitter for nmne.

"I liked it, but you can't get it for less than ten golds a tenth-stone."

"That rmuch?" Lorn's nouth makes an "o0" as he sets the goblet down.

"The blight. Al the coffee bushes are dying, those that hadn't already. They're saying that
the chaos strength of the Firstborn has faded, and that since they brought the coffee bushes, none
will survive."

"I never heard that. It could be true,

he muses, considering what he knows about the inpending

failure of the chaos towers.
"It is true. They're dying."
"No. | neant the reason.” He finds a smle still upon his lips as he | ooks at her once nore.
"I need to get ready. | still have a trading house to run." Ryalth's face clouds abruptly.
"You're worried." Lorn pauses, then says, "And it's not about trading today."
Ryalth shivers. "I still don't know why you're here."

"Because | nmet you one night when | was a student, and nothing was quite the sane after that."

She | aughs, a forced sound. "You just wanted ne in bed."

"At first," he admts. Then he grins. "And you just wanted to know what | oving soneone fromthe
Magi'i was |ike."

"Soneone sweet," she corrects.

He shakes his head. "I'mnot sweet."

"You are inside, and to those you |love."

"You know why |'m here,"” he points out.

"You never tell me, though. That's sonething | hate about the Magi'i. You-nmaybe not you-but
nost Magi'i use words as weapons, and none of you like to say anything beyond pl easantri es because
you're afraid someone will weigh the truth of your words and use it against you."

"They do," Lorn counters. "Al that bothers you, but that's not what's worrying you."

"I"'mfine."

Lorn conceals a frown. He stands and wal ks over to her, drawing her to her feet and nuzzling
her ear.

Ryalth remains stiff, unyielding.

"I'd feel better explaining this way,
wat ch and how they use the chaos-gl asses."

She nips his ear, slightly harder than necessary. "That's for not telling me earlier. | knew,
but I wanted you to tell ne."

he whi spers. "You don't know how cl osely the Magi'

"I"'msorry," he murnurs. "WII you tell nme what else is bothering you?"
"I said..."

"It's not true."

"I would love a nman who still renmains Magi'i."

"He | oves you." Lorn keeps his voice low, and his |l eft hand massages the tight nuscles beside
her right shoul der bl ade. "Tell nme."

"Shevelt has been pressing ne... he says | really don't have a consort,"
letting her arns encircle him but |oosely.

"Who is he? A spoiled trader?" Lorn's left hand continues to nmassage her tight shoul der

Ryal th says quietly,
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nmuscl es.

"The heir to the Yuryan Clan... shimercloth, Hanorian cotton, spices..."

"Does he want a consort?" Her snothered laugh is bitter

"Come to CGeliendra for ny first furlough,” he says. "A year after | get there."

Her eyebrows lift and she | eans back to I ook at him "Wy?" Lorn swallows, then bends to |et
his |lips touch her left ear. "So we can be consorted there."

"You nean it." She shakes her head, pushing himaway slightly before whispering back. "Wy
t here?"

"Because it's not here."

She | aughs at the dryness in his tone. "And?"

"I'f I"'mfollowed here, anyone would think you're my mstress-" Lorn stops, not really sure how
to voi ce what he thinks.

"I'mnot?" Her eyebrows arch

"You're far nore than that."
are nmy mstress protects you."

He hurries his next murrmured words. "That anyone woul d think you

She nods. "I think |I understand. | don't like it."

"I"'mtrying...."

"I know. " She tightens her enbrace for a noment. "I know. "

Lorn holds her close, as she does him

Ryalth will have to | eave shortly, all too soon

And Lorn will still have to handl e Shevelt... before he | eaves for Geliendra.
XLVI |

Lorn studies the city fromthe fourth-level portico of his parents' dwelling, watching the norning
W nter sun create shimrers that dance across the harbor and the G eat Western Ocean farther to the

south. Yet to Lorn's eyes, the white city does not seemso vibrant as usual. Is it because of the
wi nter-gray |leaves... or the absence of the green and white awnings, furled for the winter... or
because he sees it differently?

The air is still, cool but warmng as the sun clinbs.

Sensi ng someone approaching, he turns to see the round-faced servant-Sylirya-carrying a snal
basket. She inclines her head to him

"Good day, Sylirya."

"Good day, ser."

Lorn peers at the basket.

"Brushes and caustic, ser. To clean the tiles on rear portico."

"That's a hard job. Mther used to give it to us when we were children.” Lorn half-smiles at
the nmenory, then adds, "Well... | won't keep you."

He steps back to let Sylirya pass and get to her duties, then turns and begins to wal k back
toward the stairs down to his chanber. The door to his father's study is open, and Kien stands
there, a polished white oak wal king stick in his hand.

"Ch... | thought you would have been in the Quarter," Lorn says.
"I was about to | eave." The ol der man gives a self-deprecating smle. "At nmy age, | have sone
smal|l | eeway. Vernt left nuch earlier.”

"Are you all right?" Lorn studies his father, but can sense nothing overtly w ong-except that
the core of order-chaos that sustains each individual does not seem so strong as he has recall ed.

"I"'mfine except that I'mnot as young | once was."

Lorn senses the shading of the truth, but lets the words pass.

"You're still seeing that nerchanter worman, aren't you." Kien'elth's words are not a question

"You know t he answer to that, father. Why do you ask?"

"I worry. All parents do, even when their children are grown."

"She has been nost hel pful and supportive.” Lorn's lips twist. "As a |lancer, |I'mnot exactly
sought after by those famlies with whose daughters | grew up."

"There are many honorable |ancer fanilies," Kien points out. "Mre than a few wonen have tal ked
to your nother."

Lorn shrugs. "I think it best that any such talk wait for a successful conpletion of nmy next
duty assignment."
"Perhaps... a successful consorting mght prove useful."

Lorn's stomach twists, but he offers a smle. "That mght well be, but that would present
merely another set of dangers in years to cone."
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"Your... friend... has done well, Lorn, but she's not from an established house, and all she
has gathered could be scattered in an instant. There is no house to back her."

"That is true."

Kien's eyes narrow before he speaks. "You will break off the relation. After you return to
duty, of course.”

"I can only do as | sense best, father."

Kien'elth winces visibly. His arms nove, as if to raise the wal king stick, but instead he but
taps it on the floor tiles. After a nonment, he says, "Vernt is seeing a |ovely young woman."

"I wish himwell." Lorn sniles. "He deserves a |ovely young woman."

"You are treadi ng a dangerous path, Lorn."

The | ancer captain offers a lazy snmile. "How dangerous is doing ny duty as a lancer? O seeing
a woman who is a talented nmerchanter?"

Kien clears his throat, once, twi ce. Then he shakes his head. "Your nother and | have tried to
follow the path of prosperous chaos, followi ng the Light, and setting an exanple."

Lorn holds a sigh. How can he explain w thout giving away what he dares not put in words? "I
appreciate that, and all you have done for ne, and all that you have done that you do not think
know or understand. You gave ne an extra year at the Acadenmy for Magi'i, one others would not have
gotten. You allowed ne to grow in ways that were necessary and that you doubted. You respected ny
opi ni on about Myryan." He pauses. "Please do not think that | do not understand, nor that | do not
appreciate all that."

Kien | ooks at Lorn for a long time before speaking, as if he, too, nust consider his words nost
carefully. "l can sense your appreciation, and for that | also amgrateful. Yet, as a senior
Lector who has been privileged in nmy life to see and to hear nuch, and to serve Cyador to the best
of my poor abilities, | cannot but worry about your not being able to use your talents where they
will be nost accepted and appreciated in the years ahead."

Lorn nods. "I, too, would like that, and in ny owmn way, | will be striving for such. Perhaps
shoul d be even nore judicious in my conduct over the seasons to conme."” He smiles. "But | would
hope, with the strain of the duties that face me, none woul d gai nsay ny poor efforts to take sone
confort while on ny hone | eave."

A wy smle crosses Kien's face. "I will suggest to any who inquire that after three years
fighting barbarians, you do indeed nerit some confort. You are young for a |ancer captain, and
many will appreciate your words when that is pointed out. On your next |eave, then, we will | ook

forward to seeing a consort in keeping with your achi evenents and honor."

Lorn returns the snmile. "That woul d be nost acceptable, father, nbst acceptable.”

Ki en frowns, then shakes his head. Finally, he laughs. "Your lack of reservation is so honest
that it takes ne by surprise.”

Lorn spreads his hands helplessly. "I do listen."
"When you wi sh." Another headshake follows. "I must go, but | amrelieved that we have tal ked. "
"So aml."

Lorn wal ks down the steps with his father. Then standing on the steps outside the privacy
screen, he watches as the ol der nagus wal ks briskly westward toward the Quarter. A faint snile
pl ays across Lorn's lips as he thinks about the consort who he knows is appropriate to his needs
and acconplishments.

XLVI T

In the warmair of the sparring room Lorn |lowers the exercise sabre, blots his forehead, and
gl ances at the red-headed Tyrsal.

Tyrsal's exercise tunic is dark with sweat. He lowers his own blunted exercise sabre and shakes
his head. "You're barely sweating, and I'mdying. | haven't sparred this hard in years. Not since
you left. You could have killed me three or four tines."

"Once maybe." Lorn grins.

"And... you were doing it left-handed. Don't think I don't renenber which side you used
before."

Lorn shrugs. "lI've been working on it for a tinme." He grins. "For three years. Against the
barbarians you have to be able to use whatever hand's free."

"Knowi ng you, you did nore than that. You work on everything. That's why | never understood..."
Tyrsal frowns and lets his words die away.

The two wal k toward the open door, through which a cooling breeze bl ows, but stop perhaps ten
cubits fromit.
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"I don't want to get too chilled." Tyrsal looks at Lorn. "There's really no one to spar with
any nore. Even Vernt..."

"I know." Lorn laughs. "Al'l he thinks about is chaos transfers and the way of the Magi'i... and
finding the right consort."

"You haven't found one," Tyrsal points out, again blotting his forehead.

"Lancer captains aren't supposed to consort. Not until after their second tour of duty, anyway,
and preferably not until they're overcaptains or even sub-nmjers. Now you..." Lorn raises his
eyebrows. "What excuse do you have?"

"Me? I'"'mnot a second-level adept with a generous stipend, and | don't cone from a prosperous

old-time Magi'i famly. Renenber, ny father was the first Magi'i ever in ny |lineage, and he was
the grandson of a clanless trader." Tyrsal rolls his eyes.

"There are Magi'i daughters who woul d have you. You're tal ented, and good-I| ooki ng, and
cheerful." Lorn pauses, and adds, "And loyal." He grins before going on. "And don't give ne those

wor ds about poverty. You may have cone from nerchanters, but they were nost successful ones. There
are many young wonen who would |ike a young magus who woul d inherit what you will."

"You have soneone in mnd?"

Lorn shrugs, then pulls a scrap of gray cloth fromhis belt to wi pe the sabre before repl acing
it in the battered exercise roomsheathe. "Not particularly. | renenber my father paradi ng nanes
past me." He frowns. "There was one... Aleyar, Liataphi's daughter. Blonde, very pretty. Well-
spoken, and 'it certainly wouldn't hurt, Lorn, that she is the daughter of the Third Magus.'"

Tyrsal laughs at Lorn's imtation of Kien'elth's pedantic tone. Then the red-haired mage shakes
his head. "There were two, you know. Syreal is blonde and sweet. She was older. Dett's age, at
| east. And she wouldn't consort with anyone, Lorn. Not anyone her famly liked.... There was
sonmet hing there, runors about a nerchanter... but | didn't know what. If their father had sons, no
one would care."

"What of the other daughters? Doesn't he have a bunch?"

"Sal syha-she's the oldest... she consorted with a Lancer commander. His first consort died of
the flux when he was the port commander in Biehl years ago. G ves himsone status, but she's got a
tongue like a sabre, or so |'ve heard tell. The second daughter... she was to be consorted to a

second- | evel adept-but she died suddenly. No one ever said why, but there were runors that his
rivals..."

"Too much influence from Li ataphi ?"

Tyrsal grins wyly. "You see why I'mnot terribly interested in pressing a suit upon an
unwi I Ii ng | ady?"

"What about the younger two?"

"Aleyar's sweet |ike Syreal, but she's younger than she |ooks, if you know what | mean. The
other's too young, nine, | think." Tyrsal adds dryly, "Besides, being the consort of Liataphi's
daughter nmight do little for ny desires to live a |long and uneventful life."

Lorn | aughs.

"l have been | ooking, not urgently, you understand, for a quiet girl froma nodest Magi'i
fam|ly w thout anmbitions."

"I wish you had been nore interested in Myryan."

"I was. She wasn't interested in ne."

"I'"'msorry. | had hoped."

"I know, Lorn. She's not really interested in anyone. | could have, | suppose, and she would
have been sweet to nme, because she is...."

"But you didn't want a consort nerely to be nice to you?" The |ancer captain nods. "I
understand that."

"You know that. | don't know as ny nother does."
"I's she pressing you?"
"She's never said a word." Tyrsal lifts his eyebrows and rolls his eyes.

"That's worse.
t ower s?"

"Whi ch one?" Tyrsal snorts. "There's one for the Accursed Forest, sone sort of new way to
constrain its black order, and one to try to strengthen the barriers on the fireships, and a
coupl e of others that no one even tal ks about."

"I presume you are continuing to ensure that the firelances are charged and that the firewagons
cross Cyador in speed and confort?”

"Absol utely! What el se are unknown third-1evel adepts good for?" Tyrsal frowns. "I'd better get
back. Exercise over a md-day neal is approved, but excessive exercise..."

"Especially with a lancer?" Lorn grins.

After a pause, Lorn asks, "Are you working on that project for the chaos
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"Who el se woul d give nme a decent workout?" The redhead wal ks toward the racks where the
practice weapons are kept and repl aces the sabre.

Lorn does the same, then turn to his friend. "Tonorrow, then?"

"OF course.”

"And you're still coming to the house for dinner on fiveday?"

"I wouldn't miss it."

After Tyrsal |eaves, Lorn walks slowy back along the Road of Perpetual Light toward his
parents' dwelling, a pleasant snile fixed upon his face, as he considers what he nmust yet
acconpl i sh.

XLI X

From where he sits on the edge of the settee, Lorn takes in the main roomof Ryalth's quarters-the
| ow ebony table before him the straight-backed bl ack oak arncthair where Ryalth sits, and beyond
that the green ceramc brick privacy screen that protects the door fromthe inside. Behind himand
to his right is the alcove that contains the circular eating table and two arml ess chairs, and the
door to the small balcony. To his left is the narrow archway to the bedchanber, and beyond that,
the snmal |l bathing chanber. Lorn finds it hard to believe that two eightdays have already flown by.

Hi s eyes light on the painting-the portrait of Ryalth as a young girl- wearing a high-necked
blue tunic, and a thin golden chain. He has admred it every tinme he has cone into her quarters,
but never said a word. "Your parents had that done?”

"Just before they died," she affirnms. "I was supposed to take the ship, too, but | got so sick
that nmother insisted | stay with ny aunt Elyset. She was really ny great-aunt, but | always called
her 'aunt.' She died just before | net you." Ryalth gestured around the room "Mst of this cane
from her house-the things Wnokk didn't want. | did get to keep ny bed, but everything el se went
to pay father's debts. He | ost everything when the ship went down."

"You don't like to spend coins on yoursel f."

"Father did, and on us." Her smle is mrthless. "There was nothing left."

Lorn nods, then asks gently, "Wiy did you give Myryan the pin and the coins for the house?"

"I should have known you'd see that." She barely shrugs. "You |ove her, and you couldn't do
anything. | didn't want you to be upset when you returned."

"And Kysia... you pay her to watch what happens in the house?"

Ryal t h shakes her head. "How did you find that out? She's never |aid eyes on you."

"Because soneone has been watching nme, and it wasn't the cook or Sylirya. | never have seen
Kysi a, except from behind or at a distance, and that neans soneone who knows about the Magi'i and
doesn't want to be di scovered. Besides, there was no other way you coul d have known what you
needed to know to help Myryan." He lifts his hands hel plessly. "No one el se woul d have cared."

"You hel ped ne... when no one cared, and you kept hel ping nme. There wasn't much | could do to
repay everything. | hel ped Myryan." The redhead | ooks down at the ancient blue wool carpet that
di spl ays a border of what appear to be interlocked ropes, surrounding a trading ship under ful
sail .

"Your father's ship?" Lorn points to the blue-hulled vessel portrayed in the carpet and partly
obscured by the | ow table before him

"No one wanted a carpet showing a sunken trader. | got to keep that, too.

"And that's why you invest in cargoes carried on many ships?"

She nods. "The profits are |ower, but the houses will take our golds because it lowers their
risks. | choose carefully. So far, we have | ost but one cargo."

"You're a careful wonman."

"Except with you."

Lorn is not sure exactly how to respond. "I suppose | ama risk."

"Not nearly so nuch as |I'd thought, and you have made us nore than a few coins."

He rai ses his eyebrows.

"You were right about the cuprite,” Ryalth says. "Wat nmade you suggest that?"

"I couldn't say." Lorn sniles crookedly. "It felt right."

"Do you have any nore 'feelings' like that?"

"Cider," he suggests. "Or sonething like it. O wine."

"Because coffee is getting scarce?"

"More because there won't be any at all in a few years, | feel.” He shrugs. "People will drink
sonet hing else, but | don't know what."

“I''I'l have to think about that."
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Anot her thought strikes him "lron... not imediately, but in another few years."

"Scarcely anyone uses it here."

"Qther lands will, though."

Ryalth frowns. "I do know sone traders who use the Hanori an Exchanges."

"I can't think of anything else. Not now. " He stretches, glancing out to where the sun hangs
over the dwellings higher on the hill to the west.

"You still haven't asked ne to neet your parents."” Ryalth offers a half-hunorous pout.

Lorn understands it is but half-hunorous.

"You' d frighten them badly."

That draws a deeper frown from her.

"I mean it. They'd see how much | care. They couldn't avoid it. They'd al so see how capabl e you
are. Neither one could hide knowi ng that-not fromother Magi'i."

"You're aiming to becone the Mjer-Conmander, aren't you? O trying?"

"It's been done before,"” Lorn replies lightly.

"Except you want ne as well. O do you want nme because | can help you?"
"I'"ve wanted you fromthe beginning. | never thought about using you to becone a Mjer-
Conmander... or anything else." He frowns. "I did want you to help me nmake some coins at first.

have to admt that, but that bothered ne."
"So you gave ne the chest out of guilt?"

"Quilt... and love."
"l don't think anyone knows you." Ryalth shakes her head. "Every tine | see you, and every
scroll you send... there's always sonmething new, like a gempolished into so nmany facets that the

sparkl e doesn't ever let you see the stone."

"Do you want to see the stone?" The redhead nods slowy.

Lorn stands and steps around the | ow table and takes her in his arns, kissing her, and then
lifting her, carrying her to the bedchanber, where he |lays her on the deep blue quilt. He lies
besi de her, holding her, and begins to whisper in her ear, half-nuzzling her as he does.

She listens, then stiffens, her eyes wi de, as he adds two nore sentences. After a nonent,
Ryalth kisses himgently on the cheek, |eaning back away fromhimslightly, before she nurnmurs in
his ear. "Alvyiakal nust have been one of your ancestors."

"Not that | know. "

"How coul d you?" She laughs and rolls away fromhim "You said you had to have dinner with
Myryan and Ciesrt. It's getting late, and I wasn't invited. I'mhungry, and you have to go." She
offers a m schievous smle. "Should | dab you with a little scent?"

"I don't want to |l eave you." He cocks his head to the side, taking in the deep bl ue eyes.
"Actually the scent is a good idea. Cesrt will tell his sire."

"Devi ous-"

Lorn gives a qui ck headshake as he senses the chill of a screeing glass. He draws her to him
as if passionately.

Her arns go around him if not in passion, at least in confort, and they hold each other for a

tinme-until he can sense the chill fading. Slowy, he kisses her cheek, then |eans back. "Thank you
for understanding."

"I could alnost feel... soneone watching...."

"They were... through a glass."” Ryalth shivers. "Do all Mgi'i live like that? Wth the

know edge that nothing is private? Nothing secret?"

"Most can't sense it except faintly. Even ny father has to be concentrating."”

"You can sense that? And they wouldn't let you stay as a nagus?"

"Being of the Magi'i isn't just ability," Lorn states flatly. "It also has to be the nost
i mportant aspect of your life. Father's pointed that out several tinmes, indirectly, since |'ve
returned to Cyad."

In a fluid novement, she rolls away fromhimand off the bed and to her feet, slipping to the
|l ow vanity under the high north wi ndow. She opens the chest on the vanity and draws out a vi al
"After that, you definitely need sonme scent." Her lips quirk in a smle Lorn knows is forced. "I
don't like leaving you." Lorn slips to his feet and wal ks up behind her, easing his arns around

her waist. "I know "
He can feel her sigh.
After a nmoment, she adds, "I know you're opposing your family, and | know you asked me to..

come to CGeliendra...
"But you want everything to be in the open.™
"Yes."
He | aughs, softly, alnost bitterly. "All the senior Mgi'i know about you and nme. Were that
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wer e open enough." The bed chanber is silent, and he adds, nmore softly, "I will put our
consortship in the open. Haven't | kept ny word?"

"You have. You have nore than kept it." Ryalth turns out of his arms to face him but stil
holds his left hand. "W would not be here, had you not." Lorn traces her jaw line with his
fingers.

"I amnot angry with you." Her eyes harden. "I cannot say the same for your parents. O the
Magi 'i." Her fingers rise to touch his cheek, and she bends forward and whi spers, "But | will cone
to Celiendra at the end of your first year."

"I will be there, with everything arranged."

"Good." A snile, bright and sinultaneously wi stful, appears. "You' d better get ready to go."
She hal f-turns and reclains the vial. "And you will wear sonme scent. Not so nuch as last tinme. |
want themto understand | al so have some small amount of taste." She dabs a fingertip of the
fragrance on each of Lorn's cheeks, then holds his face in her hands, and ki sses himgently.

He returns the kiss, equally gently.

Slow y, they separate.

Lorn reclains his tunic fromone of the wall pegs, then dons and fastens it.

"You are a handsome nan."

He shakes his head.

"You are."

"I"'mglad you think so. Very glad."

They wal k to the door of her quarters, where he turns and kisses her cheek again

"Be good to dear Ciesrt," she says as she opens the door

"Only for Myryan's sake." Lorn offers a rueful smile and steps back

Ryalth cl oses the door, and he turns and wal ks slowly down the steps and out to the Road of
Benevol ent Conmer ce.

He eases into a brisk walk up the Thirteenth Harbor Way East, and then turns eastward on the
Road of Perpetual Light. At the click of hoofs behind him he glances over his left shoulder to
see a gig approaching. In it are a woman in healer green and a magus in white, | ooking perhaps ten
years ol der than Lorn. Neither |ooks at himas the gig passes.

He wal ks al nbst anot her bl ock before an open carriage passes in the other direction. This tine,
the two passengers nod. The nan wears a lancer uniformwith the sinple starburst of a comander
the wonman wears a formal green tunic of shimrercloth, and a necklace of emeralds set in silver
that sparkles well beyond the carriage. Lorn nods back with a snile

The sun is beginning to drop behind the trees on behind the dwellings set uphill of the Road by
the tine Lorn turns up the walk to Myryan's dwelling. A light and cool breeze sweeps up fromthe
harbor, prom sing a cold evening. He snmiles at the faded golden Ilily on the exterior privacy
screen before he rings the bell

The viewing slit opens, and then the door. "Come in, Lorn," Myryan says warmy, but she does
not step from behind the exterior privacy screen

He steps around the screen and into the house, where Ciesrt stands beside Myryan, a |ong-
fingered hand on her left shoulder. Hs long fingers seemstrangely delicate conpared to Ciesrt's
tall form and broad shoul ders.

Myryan's nose wrinkles, just slightly, as Lorn nears them and, suddenly, she wi nks.

Laughing inside, Lorn keeps a polite smile on his lips and inclines his head. "It's good to see
you, Ciesrt." Hs voice is warmand friendly.

"You, too, Lorn." Ciesrt's nose twitches, and he rubs it inadvertently with his right hand.
"It's been a while." He gestures to the left archway fromthe foyer

"Thank you." Lorn follows the nmotion into the front sitting room

There, Myryan and Ciesrt take the settee, leaving the sole arnchair for Lorn. He settles
himsel f and turns toward the couple. "I like the dwelling. You' ve have done nmuch with it, Mryan."

"She has, indeed," C esrt responds, proudly, putting his armaround her sl ender shoul ders and
squeezing slightly. "She is a wonderful consort."”

"She's al ways been a wonderful sister,"” Lorn replies, "and an excellent healer, fromwhat |
have heard."

"She cooks well also, but before long, we will have a cook so that she can spend nore time with
her garden, and, sone tinme soon, we hope, with the children."

"Fromwhat | heard,"” Lorn answers, |ooking at Myryan, "you've already done nmuch with the

garden. "

"The soil by the wall is just right for brinn, and | started sone astra plants in the fall
They feel strong...." The healer's eyes brighten as she begins to detail her plans. "...it's coo
enough for winterseed, but I'll need nore linme for that.... Ciesrt said he'd crush it for ne...."
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Lorn listens, enjoying the enthusiasmand the warnth in his younger sister's voice, and the
sparkle in her eyes as she speaks of gardens to cone.

Abruptly, Myryan stops and bolts upright. "Ch... | have to finish dinner... a few things, and
|'ve been nmeandering on about gardening."

"I liked hearing about it," Lorn says.

"She | oves that we have our own garden," adds Ciesrt.

"Just keep talking." Myryan stands, patting Cesrt on the shoulder. "I can hear fromthe next
room" she adds as she pauses by the archway, before disappearing.

Both nen smile.

"She has so many talents to be a good consort,"” G esrt nuses. "My parents were so pl eased.
Fat her, especially, |likes that she understands so nuch, and that he can talk to her |ike he would
me or any other of the Magi'i."

"Myryan's always been quick," Lorn admts. "She's very sensitive. She understands things

wi t hout people having to yell at her or tell her twice." He hopes Cesrt will understand exactly
what he says.
"That's what | |ike about her," answers the young mage. "She knows what | need, w thout ny

havi ng to explain everything."

Lorn nods. "She likes things cal mand peaceful."

"It's so restful when | cone honme fromthe Quarter at night.'
than 1'd ever thought being consorted could be."

"Lancers aren't expected to becone consorted until they've been captains for at |east severa

Ciesrt smles. "So nuch better

years," Lorn says conversationally. "Wat are you doing now... | nean the kind of work?"
"Third | evel adepts do nostly support work... transfer chaos, clean up after projects, that
sort of thing. | do sone of the chaos cell transfer, and whatever else |'mcalled to do."

"It's an exciting time for a nagus, Vernt tells ne, with everything going on." Lorn | eans
forward, conveying an interest in what G esrt may offer
"It is. Al the projects..." Ciesrt shrugs.

"l understand. |I'mgoing to be headed to the Accursed Forest. They say thai: what you' re doing
may be of some benefit to us poor |ancer types there."

"Father is enthusiastic about it," Ciesrt responds. "I can't say anything, you understand, but
they're working on a new kind of barrier." He shrugs. "I don't know nmuch about how it works,
but... it should help the Mrror Lancers greatly."

"If it does, we could nove nore lancers to the north,” Lorn points out.

"If it does, you nay not need |lancers at the ward-walls, | hear."

Lorn nods. "There's much el se that could occupy the |ancers."

"How have you found being a |ancer?" asks Ciesrt, after a nonent of silence.

"I seemto have a talent for it," replies Lorn. "O a talent for surviving while being one,
anyway. "

Lorn | ooks up to see Myryan standing in the archway, waiting, |istening.

Ciesrt leans forward on the settee, his eyes on Lorn, apparently unaware of Myryan's return

"You still do not talk of duty and conmtnent,"” points out G esrt.

Lorn fingers his cleanshaven chin before replying, understanding Cesrt's allusion, and
under st andi ng, too, that he has been discussed by Cesrt and his father, the Second Magus. "W al
have a duty to uphold Cyador and the Path of Light," he begins slowy. "That is ny comitnent as
well. You have found that way that best suits you, Ciesrt. | have found a way at which | am good
| amstill working to see howto make it best suit nme." Lorn offers an open smle. "It is harder
when you are not born into the way for which your talents fit you."

"I can see that," Ci esrt says, a hint of patronage in his tone.

"What about you? How have you found being an adept?" counters Lorn gently.

"My father is, and his father was before him" Ci esrt says, "and his before him So far as any
know, we have all been mages and heal ers back to the days of the Firstborn of chaos. Father has a
glass in his study... one so old..."

The fam liar chill of a screeing glass passes across the room Mryan and Lorn exchange
gl ances, but neither speaks, letting G esrt, apparently oblivious to the chaos-gl ass scan
continue to address Lorn.

"...goes back beyond the time of Alyiakal, but it's too fragile to use anynore. Wth all that
tradition, why wouldn't I want to be a nmagus?" Cesrt smiles. "lI've found it rewarding. | like
being able to help provide power for the firewagons, and the firel ances you | ancers use to halt
the barbarians. It makes ne feel worthy to direct chaos into the nmaking of cupridium" The |ips of
the magus curl slightly. "I'd feel wong saying these words to nost |ancers, but you were a
student magus, and you are of the Magi'i, and you are Myryan's brother."
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"l understand," Lorn says. "Mst lancers wouldn't, not in the way you nean."

"That's it," Ciesrt says. "Mdst wouldn't."

Myryan cl ears her throat.

"Yes?" Ciesrt |ooks up, a |ook of annoyance passing swiftly across his face and vani shing as he
realizes his consort has been in the sitting room

"I'f you do not wish to eat cold enburhka..." Mryan ventures gently.

Lorn stands. "I amhungry... and it's been a long tinme since |I've had enburhka."

Ciesrt also rises. "I'd forgotten... of course, you wouldn't. Not in the Hlls of Endless
G ass."

"I used nother's recipe-the way Elthya used to fix it."

Lorn can't help but snmile at her hal f-mschievous, half-inploring tone. "I'msure it's
wonder ful . "

"It is. She's a wonderful consort," Ci esrt says proudly.
Lorn ensures that the smle remains on his face as he follows Myryan to the dining area. He
will speak of small matters, and little else, for the remai nder of the evening.

L

In the early norning, even before he has eaten, Lorn pauses outside Jerial's door. Is she
dressing... or already gone?

"Cone on in," calls Jerial. "I'"ve got a nonment before | head off to the Healer's Center."

Lorn pushes the door open. Jerial is sitting on the straight-backed chair, pulling on her
second bl ack boot.

"You | eave early," he says. "I wanted to talk to you."

Jerial |ooks up, then stands, and lifts the heavy green wool cloak off the back of the chair
"I leave early so | can get off early. The senior healers are happy to have soneone there early.
That way, the consorted healers, |ike nother and Myryan, can cone in later."

Lorn nods.

"What favor do you need this tinme?" Jerial's snile is anused.

"Because |'mup early?" Lorn |aughs.

"Because you're hone and because you have that | ook on your face."

"I didn't realize | was that transparent."

"You're not. When | can't tell what you want is when you want somrething."

"Sisters..." He shakes his head.

"Lorn... | have to go soon."

"I'd like to find out anything you night know about a nerchanter called Shevelt. Wth your
other... activities, | thought..."

"I mght know?" She waps the cloak around her. "I do. He throws cold dice and doesn't
understand why he | oses. He bullies anyone he can, and he'll bed anything that has red hair. Wy,
no one knows. He's the senior heir to the Yuryan Clan... if his sire decides not to send him

across the Great Western Ccean on an uncaul ked scow. "

"You've won nore than a few coins fromhim'

Jerial shrugs. "He can't count when he ganbles." She frowns. "That's not right. How often he
wins is nmore inportant than how much he wi ns. He ganbl es agai nst Jeron' mer because he usually wi ns-
say eight or nine times out of ten. I win only once or twice, but it's ten times what he | oses,
and | pick the tines when it's safe to win."

Jeron' ner-that is the merchanter nanme under whi ch she ganbl es as a beardl ess and di ssol ute
young trader. "Wat does he | ook |ike?"

"Big... broad shoulders. He's not nmuch ol der than you, but he's already got a belly and jow s.
He's strong. He picked up one of Fragon's guards and tossed the fellow through a door. He has a
square brown beard, and he's going bald. He al ways wears scent, sonmething |ike nusk and roses."
Jerial frowns. "Not too many people would miss him but you ought to be careful. The Dyljani d an
hates him"

"That's a start."

"Here." Jerial rumrages in the single drawer to her desk, then passes a short dagger to him

"What's this?"

"A Dyljan cerenoni al dagger."

Lorn takes a deep breath.

"She hel ped Myryan, and she's hel ped you, just by being there. | thought you'd find out. She
could probably hire sonmeone to handle him but it would be neater if you did. It would al so | eave
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the inpression that she has ways to renove people that can't be traced. You can handle matters so
that even the Hand woul d not know. "

Lorn wonders at the reference to the Hand of the Enperor and notes that Jerial is careful not
to nention Ryalth by nane, even in her own chanbers. He takes the dagger. "Wuldn't soneone
suspect ?"

"A lancer in a nerchanter brawl ? O over conmerce?" Jerial raises her eyebrows. "Even father
doesn't understand it all...."

"Where would | find Shevelt? After tradi ng hours?"

"The Silver Chalice... nost nights." Jerial steps toward the door to signify that she is
| eavi ng.

Lorn opens the door and steps back into the corridor

Jerial steps closer and nmurnmurs, "Ch... you might as well change into the blues in your own
chanmbers, and take the back stairs. Just for outsiders, you understand," she observes. "Mother and
father both know. So do I. Sylirya and Quyal could care less, and Kysia gets her wages
suppl emrent ed by Ryal or House.™

Lorn raises his eyebrows. "Nothing like living in a dwelling of the Magi'i... who el se knows?"

"Besides half the senior Magi'i? They all think you're just bedding her to spite father, and
unl ess sonet hing el se cones up, why would they care? Kharl won't tell the |ancer types, not unless
it will gain himChyenfel's position, and what would wearing blues to bed a nmerchanter really mean
except that you're hot-blooded. You certainly aren't the first."

Lorn holds in the wince and the deni al

Her last low words chill him "...don't |et anyone know nore..." She smles brightly and says
| oudly. "Have a good day, and nake sure you keep enjoying your |eave."

"I'Il try." He returns her snmile with an ironic grin.

She nods and i s gone.

Lorn scranbl es down to the kitchen, where, standing in the corner, he gobbles down sone cheese
and bread, and a handful of dried pearapples. Then, he scurries upstairs and, follow ng Jerial's
suggestion, changes into the blues. He still does not head to the rear stairs until he knows no
one i s nearhy.

H s steps are quick as he wal ks westward al ong the Road of Perpetual Light, and then down
Second Harbor Way east. Al though the early nmorning is chill, the lack of wind and the bright
wi nter sun make it feel warmer than it truly is.

As he nears Harbor Way, Lorn slips behind a group of three traders, keeping far enough away to
seemrespectful, but listening as he follows them

.cuprite's still too dear..."

. be dear for years... risk in iron, though...'
..nheed an outland partner there..."

.dry winter in Hydlen they say :

..spring looks dry, and grain'|ll be getting scarce.

Lorn s eyes flicker fromthe three before himto the others in blue nearing the Plaza-nostly
men, the majority bearded and arriving at the Plaza in groups of two or three.

"Enunerator! You're late!" Ryalth's voice snaps at himlike a whip.

Lorn wi nces, and turns, bowing to Ryalth fromwhere she energes fromthe norni ng shadows cast

by the pillared entrance to the Plaza. "I amnost sorry, Lady Merchanter. Myst sorry."
"Sorry does not matter. Once nore, and you'll be working in Jera... or bilge crew on a Hanorian
scow. "

At the scorn in her voice and the snickers fromthe merchanters before and behind him Lorn
flushes. "Yes, Lady." He bows again.

Ryalth ignores him turning and striding toward the harbor

Lorn scranbl es after her, another set of snickers in his wake.

.voice'll peel lead froma fireship's hull..."

"See why you don't cross her...."

Qobviously, Ryalth has a certain reputation

For a tine, he wal ks a hal f-pace behind her, to her right. She turns down the First Harbor Wy
East, and he follows, finally drawi ng up beside her once they are well out of sight of those who
ni ght have witnessed her scolding of him

"You were late," she nurnurs, not slacking her pace, as she turns onto the wal kway beside the
east seawal | of the harbor.

"I was. | supposed | deserved that." He grins. "Did you enjoy it?"

"Actually, | did." Afaint smle crosses her face. "I don't get to order the upper classes
around nuch." The snile vanishes. "Eileyt is up in the office. This will have to be quick."
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"Way did you want ne to cone with you?"

"You have a good sense about people, and there's sonething about L'lIgek that bothers nme." She
frowns.

"Your senses are as good as mne."

"Better in sonme ways, but not in this case."

The two turn and take the outernpst of the white stone piers toward the oil ed wooden hull of
the three-nmasted and square-rigged ship tied at the seaward end. As they near the vessel, Lorn
makes out the nane carved into the stern-Redwi nd Courser. The inset letters are painted a
brilliant |ight green that stands out against the wood. A Brystan jack hangs linply fromthe stern
staff.

Two arned guards, with iron-studded | eather vests worn over gray shirts, stand at the foot of
t he gangway. Each wears a heavy | eather belt from which hang both a truncheon and a slightly
curved scinitar. Their heavy boots are iron-toed.

Ryalth stops a good three cubits fromthe pair. "Merchanter Ryalth and her enunerator, of
Ryal or House," she announces.

"Let them aboard," calls a voice fromthe main deck

Lorn gl ances past the guards to the pale-faced and full-bearded man in a green tunic and a
short gol den vest, then follows Ryalth up the gangway onto the polished wooden deck of the Redw nd
Cour ser.

"Lady Merchanter." The thin trader, a head taller than either Lorn or Ryalth, bows noderately.
"W are nmpst glad to see you."

"And we, you." Ryalth's voice is cool, assured, as she returns the bow

Lorn follows her |ead and bows as well, but his senses are already scanning the vessel, trying
to discover what it is that had previously concerned Ryalth.

"Master L'lgek!" calls another younger man in green, also wearing a short gold vest, but a
si mpl er one.

The Brystan bows to Ryalth. "If you will excuse ne for a nmonent..."

"Not at all. Wwuld you nmind if | showed the enunerator around- just the open decks? His
experi ence has been nore in the grasslands than here."

"Be our guest." L'lgek snmles politely before turning.

"This way," Ryalth says coolly, her voice harder than when she had spoken to L'Igek. Lorn
follows as she clinbs the | adder-steps to the higher rear deck. They pass a raised platformthat
hol ds the ship's wheel and a rack designed, presunably, to hold navigation gear when at sea.

Lorn can understand Ryalth's feelings about the ship. Wile the people hold the normal ranges
of order and chaos within their bodies, the ship itself is |ess than whole. He lets his senses
range down the rudder that donminates the stern, but the wood is solid.

They parallel the taffrail and then head forward, descending the |adder on the seaward side of
the Courser. Lorn stiffens, then murnurs to Ryalth, "Bracing... the keel itself is cracking... a
weakness in the wood... sonmething like that."

Ryalth nods politely, and nurrmurs. "Say no nore. Not now. " She adds nore loudly. "That's the
mai n hold cover there. Don't ask stupid questions.”

Lorn bows his head and answers obsequi ously, "Yes, Lady Merchanter. As you w sh."

Ryalth's eyes harden. "Renenber that."

L'l gek, turning fromthe junior officer or mate, snothers a snile as he nears them "I have the
agreements in nmy cabin." He gestures, then | eads Ryalth through the open passageway on the main
deck into the rear deckhouse.

Lorn foll ows.

"This enunerator is nore... muscular than the last," says the Brystan in a | ow voice to Ryalth.
"They have differing talents,” Ryalth replies off-handedly.
L'l gek laughs. "I like you, Lady Ryalth. Like a dagger, you reach the point quickly." He stops

in the narrow passageway, steps past the doorway, and allows both Ryalth and Lorn to enter

The master's cabin is cranped, with a narrow bunk flush agai nst the rear bul khead. Forward of
the bunk is a circular table, bolted to the deck, with four | ow backed chairs around it. Severa
scrolls and a pile of what appear to be bills of lading are stacked on one side, a closed |edger
besi de them

The Brystan seats hinself by the papers and waits for Ryalth to sit.

"You have a tenth of the oil seeds, and a twentieth part of the dried fruit. Do you wish a tenth
of the gi ngerwood?"

"I would greatly like that," Ryalth admts, "but the House accounts will not cover that at
present."”

L'l gek nods as if he had expected the response.
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"And how rmuch do you wish to take of the return spice cargo?" asks the Brystan. "You had
mentioned an interest there.”

"As little as you will grant ne the favor of," Ryalth says al nost pleadingly. "W are but a
smal | house, as well you know, and... you did hear of what befell the Wstern Hare?"

The pal e-ski nned Brystan nods. "I was not aware...."

"Enough," Ryalth replies. "Mre than enough. W have shares in others, but | cannot pronise
what has not ported." She shrugs apologetically. "You will set out before we see those coins, yet
I would not |ose your favor."

"Fifty golds... | cannot accept |less, not for the best in Hanorian peppercorns and cunin."

Ryalth wi nces. "For you, for your friendship, it will be fifty." She pauses. "But the usua
arrangenent . "

"Of course. That will not change."

Ryalth extracts a wallet from somewhere and carefully counts out twenty-five golds, then eases
them onto the polished wood of the table before L'Igek. In turn, the Brystan counts them Only
after that does he Iift the pen and wite out the exchange bill.

Once he has finished it, he extends the parchnment to her. She reads slowy and carefully. Then
she nods. L'Igek slides the inkstand across to her, and extends a quill pen. She signs, her
cursive clear and precise: Ryalth for Ryal or House.

Then L'l1gek signs and returns the parchment to her. "Always a pleasure doing business with
Ryal or House, Lady Merchanter." L'Ilgek pauses, then grins. "WI|l we ever see a true man in your
House?"

Ryalth returns the grin with a smle. "I amnobst certain you will. Perhaps sooner than you
t hi nk. "

"You have said such before." L'lIgek rises. "And | will again," replies Ryalth as she stands.
Lorn follows their lead, and trails themout onto the main deck. "W sail with the evening w nd,"
L' I gek announces. "I wi sh you fair and foll owi ng wi nds," the wonman nerchanter responds, "and an
early and profitable return to Cyad."

At the head of the gangway, the Brystan bows again. "The conmbine will be pleased to know of
your continuing support."”

"I appreciate their forbearance." Ryalth nods once nore. Lorn waits until they are a hundred
cubits fromthe ship and past the sweating figures unloading the coastal schooner that is tied up
i nshore of the Courser. "Wy did you wait so long?" His tone is curious.

"When they want to insure, you get a better deal if you're late. They don't |ike holding the

entire risk of a cargo. If | can't get a share, I'lIl find another master who has sonmething | think
I can factor for a profit. They keep ny coins whether the cargo nakes a profit or not. On this
end, | have nore control, but you can't buy shares in just inconing cargoes. Not and remain a

nmer chanter for |ong."
Lorn nods, although he is far fromsure he fully understands. As he considers her words, the

two wal k slowy northward on the wal kway flanking the seawall, back toward the Tradi ng Pl aza for
the d anl ess Houses.
"If the Courser gets caught in any sort of storm or rough seas, you'll lose fifty golds, plus

your share of the outbound cargo,” Lorn says finally when he is certain that they are well away
from prying ears.

"That is true. If..." She draws out the conditional word, before adding, "Sone vessels have
made two or nore passages with damaged keels, some even nore. Some owners have know ngly sent out
vessels with cracked keels."

"Why?" Lorn frowns. "Ganbling on not having to replace a ship that's not worth it?"

"They didn't have the hundreds of golds necessary to repair the ship- or to replace it. It's
cheaper to get a new captain and crew and offer hima fifty gold bonus to bring it back safely. O
sell it to another trader who isn't so concerned." She shrugs. "For all | know, L'Igek may know of
the Courser's problens. That may be why his buy-ins are cheaper."”

Lorn pulls on his chin. Each nmoment with Ryalth teaches himthat there is so much he does not
know about trade. "You didn't think about telling him"

"No. | would have had to explain how | knew, and then none would ever trade with us again. They
detest the Magi'i. That's also why | took the return cargo. It could cone in, and if it does, or
especially if L'lgek discovers the problem and survives, none of themwould take another agreenent
fromme." Her voice softens as she continues. "You know, there weren't such things as nerchanters
inthe tinme of the Firstborn. The first nmerchanters-nost of themcane from Spidlar-that's in
northern Candar, east of the Wsthorns."

"I know. "

"But they were the only ones the Hanorians and Austrans would trade with, and in time, there
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were nerchanters from Cyad as well."

"But that's why the Lancers and Magi'i frown on the Merchanters?"

"They also |like to flaunt their superiority.” She smles. "You don't think Bluoyal is every bit
as sharp as the Majer-Commander of the Mrror Lancers?"

"He's the Enperor's advisor on trade?" Lorn |laughs. "Fromwhat |'ve seen, he's probably
shar per. "

"The Magi'i and the Lancers don't think so. Your parents feel |I'm bel ow you."

"I don't."

"You aren't your parents."

At the shoreward end of the pier, Ryalth stops, well back fromthe carters who roll pushwagons
of supplies toward the vessels noored along the piers. "I have to go back to the Plaza. |'m
expecting a response from Nylyth House to a bid on shares of peppercorns fromAtla. They're
Hanori ans. "

"Do you-we-trade all over the world?"

"Only where we can nake golds," she replies. "Only where we can make gol ds." She gestures
eastward. "You'd best spend sone tinme with your famly. You' ve only another three eightdays left."

"Toni ght ?"
"Of course." For the first tine during the nmorning, her snmile is warm radiant.
He shakes his head ruefully, smiling broadly as well. "That's what | |ook forward to."

Her eyes dance. "As you should."

He watches as she wal ks briskly back toward the Traders' Plaza. After a tine, he turns and
begins to wal k northward toward the Road of Perpetual Light.

LI

Long day?" Lorn asks fromthe third floor landing of the formal staircase as Jerial wal ks
slowy up one marble step after another

"You're still here?" Jerial smles up at Lorn as she nears the landing. "I thought you' d be
el sewhere.”
"I will be... later. Wat about you?"

"I'mtoo tired."

Lorn studies her face, clearly fatigued and drawn. Even the order-chaos levels in her body were
depressed. "What happened?"

"You didn't hear?"

Lorn shakes his head. "I net Tyrsal, and then we sparred."”

"There was a chaos explosion on the Ccean Flane...." Jerial slowy shakes her head. "It wasn't
that big, but it started a fire. There were many burned. | woul d have been hone far earlier.”

"Coul d you save any?"

"W'll see. | did what | could. They sent Myryan over to help, but we finally were dismssed."

"Because to do nore woul d have injured you?"

Jerial nods. "I'Il need a good supper and sone rest."

The calling bell rings fromthe | ower front door

From where they sit in chairs in the third level sitting room Lorn and Jerial frown.

"Feels like a lancer," she says.

"I'Il get it." Lorn stands quickly. "You can sense that far away?"

"You could, if you worked at it." Jerial rises and straightens the green tunic, answering his
unspoken question. "Sensing takes little energy. It's trying to re-bal ance the order and chaos
that costs you."

"Just stay here." Lorn goes down the stairs quickly, reaching the privacy screen before
Sylirya. "I'lIl see who it is." He steps around the inside screen, opens the door, and gl ances
t hrough the outer screen's viewing slit.

The figure in the dress uniformof a lancer is Dettaur'alt, taller, broader, and harder-faced,

but still with the air of a schoolyard bully.

Lorn steps from beside the screen. "Dettaur, | didn't expect you."

The linked silver triple bars of a sub-majer glitter on the collar of Dettaur's cream and green
uniform and he inclines his head. "I was hoping to have a word with your sister Jerial, the

di stingui shed healer, and to thank her."

Lorn gestures. "She's upstairs. Please cone in." His eyes flicker toward the harbor where thin
trails of snmoke still drift skyward before melding into the gray of the high clouds.

"Thank you." Dettaur'alt bows again, before stepping into the house.

The two | ancers head up the steps, Lorn trailing Dettaur ever so slightly.

When Dettaur steps into the third floor sitting room he immediately bows to Jerial, who stands
besi de one of the uphol stered arnthairs. "Honored healer, | wi shed to convey ny thanks for your
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efforts this afternoon. Several of the marine | ancers may well survive solely because of your
efforts, and one of themis the brother of ny cousin's consort."

"Thank you." She notions for the visiting lancer to sit, and does so herself.

Dettaur takes the straight-backed white oak arnthair across fromher. Lorn sits on the other
wooden arnthair, to Dettaur's right.

"I heard that you ai ded many," Dettaur continues.

"That is what healers are for, ser. To heal. | am pleased that those efforts were of benefit to
you and your famly."

"Of rmuch benefit,"” Dettaur insists, "and not just to ny kin."

A faint smle plays across Lorn's |lips, then vanishes as the nore senior lancer turns in the
chair.

"I did not realize you were on hone | eave, Lorn," Dettaur says smoothly in a deep and
cultivated baritone fromthe back of his throat.

Lorn responds to the lie with a smle. "Even captains assigned to Isahl are privileged to get
home | eave every few years." He pauses, before asking, "Are you assigned here? O are you on | eave

as wel | ?"
Dettaur frowns at Lorn's famliar tone, and his eyes flick to the captain's bars on the junior
officer's collar. "I've been fortunate enough to be pronoted, and that requires a change of duty.

The benefit of sonme |eave goes with that." A false smile appears. "And you?"

"Merely a change of duty. The pronotion came a few years back."

"W have not seen you in sonme tine," Jerial offers an apparently sincere smle. "There nust
have been a reason why you cane today."

"Actually, | cane for two reasons, first, because of your efforts in the Lancer infirmary, and
al so because of your brother. | saw his... efforts in the exercise building, and his presence
recal l ed your charms."

"I must adnmit mnmy sparring was an effort,"” Lorn says easily. "I will be spending rmuch of the few
days remai ning of ny | eave resharpening skills. | noted your proficiency, much inproved from when
we | ast sparred.”

"I do regret that we will not have a chance to test ourselves against each other... this tine."

Dettaur smles.

"There nmay be other tinmes," Lorn smles.

"WIl we see you again soon?" asks Jerial politely.

"Alas, |ady healer," says Dettaur, "had | not cone today, rem nded of your presence as | was by
your brother, | could not have called at all. | |leave the day after tonorrow in the norning for
Assyadt as the second-in-command there." Dettaur's smile is directed at Lorn as nuch as at Jerial

"I wish you well," Lorn says. "Assyadt takes many attacks fromthe Jeranyi."

"Fewer, once | amthere," promnm ses Dettaur.

"I amsure you will make your presence felt," Jerial says agreeably. "You have in so nany
ways. "

"For a long tinme," Lorn adds.

Dettaur flushes. "For a captain, Lorn, you are..."

"I nsubordi nate?" Lorn snakes his head. "You have al ways sought what you wanted, and achieved
it. That has gone on for years. It's hardly insubordinate to note what has occurred." Lorn's nouth
forns the slightest smile. "Unw se, perhaps, but hardly insubordinate, Majer Dettaur."

"Unwise. | like that." Dettaur inclines his head to Jerial, then rises. "At your pleasure,
healer, I will call again, although it will be a season or nore."

"I"'msure | will be here for sone tine, Majer." Jerial's snile is that of the professiona
warnth of a healer with a difficult patient. She inclines her head. "Until then."

"I ook forward to that day, honored healer." Dettaur's snmile contains a hint of triunph, but
his voice remains perfectly polished as he bows, nore deeply than necessary, to Jerial

Lorn acconpani es his former school mate down to the front door, then steps outside with the nore
seni or | ancer.

There Dettaur inclines his head, if barely. "Your sister is polite, attractive, and tal ented.
It would be a shane for her never to consort."

"That is her choice."

"Perhaps | will change her mind."

"Perhaps you will."

"Or yours, Captain Lorn. Geliendra is far nore challenging than nmere barbarians."”

"I appreciate the advice, Sub-Majer Dettaur." Lorn bows his head respectfully.

Dettaur's eyes glitter, but he returns the bow. "Convey nmy continuing regards to your sister."

"I will indeed."
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Dettaur turns stiffly.

Lorn waits until the sub-nmajer has descended the steps to the Road of Perpetual Light before he
re-enters the house. Then he hurries back upstairs.

"Dettaur asked ne to convey his continuing regards.”

"You know what he's suggesting, don't you?" Jerial notes fromthe arncthair where she has
remai ned as Lorn returns to the sitting room

Lorn nods. The inplication is clear-that Jerial will remain of the Magi'i only so long as
Kien'elth remains alive, since Lorn is the eldest nmale, and he is of the lancers. Unless, of
course, he dies before his father does, which would make Vernt the heir

"He insulted your skills, and yet you were rather mld."

"I was using the sabre with my left hand, and he did not notice." Lorn laughs. "I trust he wll
remai n as unobservant in the future."

"Your |eft hand? Wy?"

"I may need it some day. In the lancers, not always do barbarians, or others, attack from where
one can best defend hinself."

"How | ong have you been usi ng both hands?"

"Two years perhaps."” Lorn pauses as their nother appears in the third floor foyer.

"That was young Dettaur, was it not?"

"It was," Jerial replies.

Nyryah gl ances fromJerial to Lorn. "I am surprised he would call....

"I"'mnot," Jerial says.

"You are a healer. He m ght hope, but you' re certainly above him He is a |lancer, after all,"”
suggests their nother.

"So am|," Lorn points out.

"By necessity, not by linmtation of intellect or ability." Nyryah shakes her head. "I suppose |
shoul dn't say such, but these days there's scarcely much point in being too circunspect.”

Lorn holds in a frown, and focuses what senses he can upon his nother. Yet he can sense neither
the chaos of illness nor the darkness of death-order-or even a hint of either, although there
is... sonething about his nother... sonething he cannot describe or even identify.

"...never liked that young man, even when he was in school with you, Lorn. He wasn't on your
| evel ."

"He's two years older, and was a |l evel ahead," Lorn replies.

"There was quite some tal k when he broke his fingers in a korfal gane. Anong the healers, |
mean.” A faint twinkle flickers in Nyryah's eyes. "No one at the school ever figured it out, but
then they didn't realize, as healers do, that the chaos of each person is as individual as eyes or
the whorls on fingers. Sonmetimes, it lingers when nen fight. A nage can change his chaos pattern
but most wouldn't think of that." She sniles wyly at her children. "Silly of me, | suppose, to
remenber sonething fromyears back."

Agai n, Lorn can only nod, accepting what cannot be acknow edged, not in Cyad, not when anywhere
can fall within the anbit of a chaos gl ass.

Bel ow them two flights down, the front door opens, and Kien'elth steps into the foyer. He
wal ks up the stairs with forced and deliberate energy. His breathing is |abored. The three wait
for himto join them

Li ke Jerial, he noves slowy, his face pale and drawn, and he is breathing heavily when he
reaches the third level. "Where have you been today?" Kien's eyes fix upon his el der son

"I visited Tyrsal at the Quarter; we went to the little cafe off the Quarter for sonething to
eat. Then | went over to the exercise building in the Lancers' Quarter and spent the afternoon

spari ng.

Ki en nods. "I had not thought otherw se, but best | deternmine first."

"The chaos expl osi on?"

"You knew?"

"Not until Jerial told ne." Lorn frowns. "It couldn't have been that large. | didn't sense
anyt hi ng. "

"I't wasn't large. A single cell failed in one of the fire cannons. But they were taking on oi
for the lanps and ot her equi prent, and a fragnent of hot netal shredded one of the barrels." Kien
gestures vaguely toward the harbor. "You should have seen the snoke."

"I mght have, except that-" Lorn flushes "-1 was worried about ny sparring and thinking that I
needed nore practice.”

Jerial raises her eyebrows, but does not comrent on the nature of his practice, instead saying,
"Dettaur just left, and he happened to notice Lorn at the exercise building. After that, of
course, he found out about how | had saved a distant relative of his."
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"Dettaur'alt is an honored protege of Captain-Comuander Luss'alt, Jerial, and much to be
respected.”

"I was very respectful, father, and even suggested that he would be welcone in the future, when
he returns on furl ough."”

"Wse of you." Kien takes a deep breath, then sits down heavily in the chair where Dettaur had
been sitting.

"Are you all right, dear?" Nyryah bustles over to her consort, touching his forehead |ightly,
frowning. Arelieved snmle crosses her face.

Jerial and Lorn exchange gl ances, as Lorn senses the slightest transfer of something between
his parents. An al nost inperceptible headshake fromthe younger healer to her brother is caution
enough for Lorn to | eave well enough al one.

"I"'mbetter," Kien insists. "I just needed to sit down. W had to send replacenent cells to the
Ccean Fl anme, and there weren't enough younger nages there at the noment."

"So you pitched in as though you were twenty years younger?" Nyryah rai ses her eyebrows.

"What else could | do? If all the cells discharged... they could have thrown off the ship's
tower... and we'd have lost another fireship." Kien half-throws his hands into the air. "Wat was
| supposed to do?"

"Just as you did, dear,"
a bull when you got hone."

"Winen. . ." mutters Kien

Lorn and Jerial both laugh. Nyryah snmiles indul gently.

suggests Nyryah. "Except you shoul dn't have charged up the stairs |ike

LIl

Wearing the blues of an enunerator under a grayed waterproof, Lorn wal ks along the narrow way a
good half-kay to the west and south of the harbor seawall. A mist verging on rain sweeps across
the white city of Cyad, turning it gray. As with all stormnms, this one bestows a slight and naggi ng
headache upon Lorn. In the | ong package al so wapped in gray cloth and then within oil-protected

| eather is a sabre, but not a Mrror Lancer's sabre.

Lorn's eyes finally nmake out the shinmmrering oval above the cupritor's shop, an oval that shines
through the nisting rain. Once he is under the overhangi ng eaves that form a narrow porch, he
wi pes his boots on the horsehair mat, and then opens the door, stepping inside and closing it
behind him Inside, there is a foyer of sorts, with a half-door blocking entrance to the rear of
the shop, where Lorn can see the chaos cells and the di pping vats, and even the special forges. A
hanmer rings through the buil ding.

The very air bites at Lorn's nostrils, with a bitter taste that sears his palate as well. His
eyes water, but he opens the waterproof enough to show his blues, before he steps up to the half
door, on which has been fixed a polished plank the width of the door itself to forma narrow
counter. How |l ong he waits, he cannot tell precisely, but it is not an insignificant wait before a
burly man, barely beyond youth, |eaves his position by one of the dipping tanks and cones to the
hal f - door .

Lorn bows his head slightly to the journeyman who steps forward to the door-counter

"Yes, senior enumerator?" The journeyman waits for Lorn's response.

In turn, Lorn extends the stolen plaque of Dyjani House. Ryalth had not asked why he needed it,
but it had taken her sources nearly two eight-days to obtain it, |onger than he woul d have |iked,
but early enough, he hopes. "W have a... special need... for an outland trader."

The journeyman takes in the plaque, then raises his eyebrows as Lorn unw aps the scabbarded
sabre, curved but slightly nore than a | ancer blade-clearly not a weapon of Cyad. He does not
remark on the sharpened tip. "Yes?"

"The senior trademaster was told that you could coat this sword with a thin |ayer of the best
cupridium so that it would be acceptable for a naster trader of Brysta to wear within Cyad, but

enough so that it will fulfill its purpose.” Lorn lets his voice edge slightly beyond concern, but
not quite toward pl eading.
The journeyman frowns. "That... that is something that master Wanyi wll decide."

"As he should. W& can but request," Lorn says in the polite voice of an enunerator

Lorn waits as the journeyman dons a pair of heavy |eather gloves before the younger man lifts
the dark ordered-iron blade and carries it into the rear of the shop, and the white-haired nan who
finally looks up fromthe chaos-glistening forge. The journeyman al so has taken the plaque, which
he di splays to the shop naster even before he presents the sabre.

After a tine, the younger cuprite-worker turns and heads back to Lorn-without the blade. \Wen
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he reaches the hal f-door, he returns the plaque to Lorn. "For Dyjani House, he will do it, but
only for five golds. And a good faith fee of five nore."

"For the senior trademaster, it is worth such.” Lorn has expected such, although the anount
will leave himwith but a few golds in his wallet. Both the plaque and the fee-a year's wages for
a Lancer captain-are required to discourage al nost all uses of cupridiumexcept for the Mrror
Lancers and the nost wealthy. "He said | should provide half now, and half when the weapon is
ready. "

"That is acceptable.”

Lorn lays the golds on the counter and receives a token in return

"On threeday, it will be ready."

"Thank you." Lorn inclines his head. "I will so tell the senior trade-master, and I will return
then." He turns and refastens the waterproof before stepping out of the shop

Qutside, the nmist has turned to a freezing rain, driven off the Geat Wstern Ccean so hard
that it stings where it strikes Lorn's unprotected skin. Yet, after the air and the chaos mist in
the cupridiumformng shop, the ice rain is nore than wel conme as Lorn wal ks carefully eastward
The rain should limt anyone screeing his actions, although there is nothing strictly forbidden
about plating an ordered-iron sabre. Expensive and frowned upon, yes... but Lorn will need the
weapon for nore than one reason

Lorn shakes his head and continues back toward the harbor, and eventually toward Myryan's
dwel ling. He stops by his parents' dwelling only I ong enough to change fromthe blues to a working
| ancer uniform before continuing on to see Myryan. By the tinme he has reached the Fourteenth
Har bor WAy East, the ice rain has becone sleet that bounces off his waterproof and his face. His
| ancer cap is soaked, as is his hair, and cold water drips down his neck

M/ryan has been watching, for she opens the door quickly and beckons himto enter. "You're
soaked, Lorn. How early were you out? Cesrt left but a while ago. You didn't have to cone, you
know?" Absently, she smpoths back her thick and wavy bl ack hair.

Lorn eases the waterproof off, trying to linmt the dripping to one point on the polished tiles
of the entry foyer. "I didn't? How nany days are left before | nust return to duty?"

"Less than three-quarters of a score," she admits. "If |'ve counted correctly."

He grins. "So | had to cone."

Her nose winkles. "There's sonething."

"I"ve been in the freezing rain and the sleet....

Her frown fades. "Probably nothing. Come into the kitchen. | actually nmade hot bread this
nmorni ng-with cheese init." She turns.

"That would be good." Lorn feels his nouth water as he foll ows Mryan

LIl

The Silver Chalice is a two-story structure hidden in the shadows of the second auxiliary

war ehouse of the Spuryl O an, and stands a hundred cubits off Second Harbor Way West on a unnaned
narrow way set between the Road of Perpetual Light and the Road of Benevol ent Commrerce. Behind the
two archways that forma snmall portico are the age-vani shed double doors to the Silver Chalice.

Lorn slides inside the right-hand double door, trying not to nove too stiffly with the sabre
inside his trousers and boot top. He wi shes that he had the Brystan sabre, but it will not be
ready for another two days, and if he is careful, no one will notice the difference. The Dyjan
dagger renmins behind the heavy blue | eather of his belt.

The tile foyer offers three arches, and behind the center arch are nbst of those in the Silver
Chalice-traders and full nerchanters in blue, all nmen. To the left is a near enpty small roomwith
but a single bearded nerchanter of indetermnate age with a woman also in blue, perhaps his
consort or a cousin.

The nmuscul ar guard with the truncheon in hand nods to the right, imediately dismssing Lorn
Lorn takes in the near-enpty side section where three young enunerators share one table, and a
gray-haired enunerator and a wonman in yellow sit in the corner. Then he noves slowy toward a
table for two just beyond the arch, set so that the light fromdimoil lanps will |eave his face
i n shadow, yet from where he can watch both the traders in the |arger center room and those who
enter.

The serving girl-in gray, not yellow, and not even so old as Myryan- | ooks down at him "Sane
as last night?"

Lorn nods, and she turns toward the back. No one even close to Shevelt's descriptionis in the
tavern, nor has anyone been on the hal f-score occasi ons over the past two ei ghtdays when he has
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frequented the Chalice. His other investigations and observati ons have been nore fruitful, for
whi ch he is grateful.

A woman in entertainer's yellow staggers away froma nerchanter, pulling her ripped gown up
across her chest, then throws the contents of a nug in the man's face. The nman lurches to his
feet, only to sit down as the bravo with the truncheon-nearly five cubits of silent nuscle-appears
before him

Loud laughter rolls out of the center roomas the nmerchanter sits down abruptly.

"...got you, Fysl, she did... and Wsyl'll have a silver for her gown, too, and nmore if you're
not watching your purse."”

The serving girl in gray appears fromthe back, angling toward Lorn, who | eans back slightly,
wat chi ng as she sets the nug on the table with a slight thunp. He eases three coppers into her
hand. Wth a smle she steps away.

Lorn lifts the nmug, but barely tastes the cheap red swill that passes for table wine. H's eyes
flick across the foyer as another nerchanter steps inside, but the nman is slender, and bent, and
turns to the left, where he joins the couple waiting there.

"Fellow... seen you around... you the other enunerator for the red bitch?" calls the brown-
hai red and round-faced enunerator fromthe table of three.

"Ryal or, you nean?"

"Ryal or-you really think there's anyone but her?" The round-faced man | aughs. "Her and two
enunerators-that's all anyone sees."

"What about all the traders, Bercatl?" asks the man to the inquirer's left. "Lots of 'em and
they don't trade 'l ess there's coins.”

Lorn shrugs and waits for a nonent, until the men at the other table are silent. "Mt her
partner once. He's quiet. She listens to him Don't know much about him"

The round-faced enunerator asks, "You serious?"

Lorn nods. "Told ne not to say much, but | figure it doesn't matter if folks know he's real. He
travels a lot."

The other two nod at their companion. "See. Told you, Bercatl. That's why they get contracts.
She's safe here, and he's greasing the wheels in the outports. That's what they do in Tuylyn
House, too, but they got teans that do the outports.”

"...can't..."

"...Eleyt bets the House is bigger than anyone knows..."

"...cause he works for 'em..

"And who el se'd know?"

Lorn | ooks past the three, politely, and the words die away. H s eyes center on the archway,
and the full merchants beyond.

Fol | owi ng an uneasy and lingering silence, the enunerators resume their conversation

"...Hanorians woul dn't trade fair without the fireships..."

"...pretty fair... coins talk, too."

After a rine, Lorn stands, |eaves a copper by the goblet, and nods to the enunerators as he
starts to |l eave the Silver Chalice. A few whispered words follow him

"...nore than an enunerator. Walks |like a bravo...."

"Looki ng for soneone, he is...."

"...wouldn't want to be the one he finds."

"Wl dn't want to be himif he finds what he's |ooking for, either....

"For alittle house... got sone scary folk there..."

Lorn hopes they continue to think so as he slips out.

He stops by his parents' dwelling, the |ower garden only, to cache the sabre and the gol den
dagger, before hurrying back al ong the Road of Perpetual Light and thence downhill toward
Ryalth's. The western sky is still partly greenish purple when he reaches Ryalth's quarters and
rings the small trade bell.

Ryalth doesn't bother with the privacy screen, but opens the door and takes his hand. "You're
| ater tonight."

Lorn offers an enbarrassed snile. "Father hasn't been the sane since the Ocean Fl anme expl osi on
| stayed and talked to himfor a bit. He protested that | wasn't spending nuch time with the
famly." Al of what he says is true, but he is aware of how close to his fingers he sharpens his
bl ade, particularly given that Ryalth is far nore sensitive than nmost nerchanters.

She cl oses the door, and they walk toward the table. "I fixed sonme enburhka. It's warm still."

"Thank you. It will be good." He smiles as he seats hinself. "I wish | could have cone earlier.
| really do."

"I can tell that." She returns the snmle. "Sonetinmes, | can sense how you feel." She pauses,
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and the snile fades. "Sonetines, it's as if you put up a screen to keep ne from know ng anything."
She fills the goblet before himw th an anber vintage. "Try this."

"Habit... when you grow up in the Quarter of the Magi'i... you try not to reveal much. There's
too much that people know or can find out anyway." He takes the goblet, sniffs, and breaks into a
grin. "Alafraan! How did you get this?" The smle breaks. "You didn't pay a fortune for it, did
you?"

She shakes her head, and her eyes dance. "Enjoy it. There's not as much market for it here as
you might think."

Lorn takes a snall sip, enjoying the mxture of fragrances, and the clean taste that calls up
both spring and autumm.

Ryalth follows his exanple. "I wouldn't have known about it, except for you. |I "think we can
al so make sone coins fromit."
"Ch? How?"

"It's too delicate for the Magi'i...
Lorn frowns.
"...and too dear for the lancers, and too refined for nost of the nmerchanters.”
"It sounds like there's no one who can afford it who wants it," Lorn says. "I'mnot sure
under stand. "
"Too much chaos surrounds the senior nages, and they're the ones who have the golds, and chaos
of f-puts the bouquet. That was what Esydet told ne."

"So... what idea do you have in mnd?"

"Send it by coaster to Lydiar. The Lydians will pay; we'll probably get three good cargos, two
if we're unlucky before one of the big houses discovers the profit."

"So... after two, go to themand ask if they want shares, large shares, for their investnent."

"I haven't wanted to | et them know nuch about wus...
"There's already talk," Lorn tenporizes. "Let themthink you're a facade for soneone el se."

"That's dangerous... especially with Shevelt pressuring ne."
"I know." Lorn sighs. "I know. Maybe we can think of sonething else in the next few days.
Ei ther way, you can nmake sone nore golds fromthe Al afraan before... whatever...." He laughs. "Is

that life? Making of it what you can before... whatever?" H's thoughts drift back to Jerial
Myryan, and his parents.

"You | ook so sad." Jerial |adles the enburhka onto his platter, then sets the snall basket of
bread between them

"l was thinking about ny parents.”

"You can't nmke everyone happy, Lorn. You can't live for them"

He sighs again, and feels every enotion in the sound. "I know. | won't. You know that. But..
I"mnot too sure how long father will live. Mther's keeping the chaos of age at bay. She is a
heal er, but..."

"They'l|l die at close to the same tinme?"

"I really don't know. So |ong as your body stays in balance, you can give a |ot of bal anced
order-chaos force."

"But does she want to?" asks Ryalth, her voice softening.

"I don't know that, either." He snorts. "There's so much | don't know "

"That's true of everyone."

Lorn nods, then sniles at the warnth in her eyes, lifting the goblet to her

She lifts hers as well.

LIV

The magus in the shinmering white, with the silvered cupridiumpin worn by only the three highest
Seni or Lectors on his collar, stands beside the Captain-Conmrander of the Mrror Lancers in an
al cove twenty cubits fromthe three-story-high doors to the G eat Hall-the nmain audi ence chanber
of the Pal ace of Light. The polished white floor tiles reflect their inmages with but the slightest
waver, portraying Luss'alt and Kharl'elth alnpst as clearly as night a gl ass.

Even Kharl's red hair and Luss's bushy bl ack eyebrows hold their tints in their reflected
i mges. The walls of the Palace shield themfromthe cold breeze that bl ows out of the north,
creating small whitecaps on the harbor to the south, and far |larger ones on the Great Wstern
Ccean beyond.

"I suppose,” Kharl says easily, "that you and the Maj er-Conmander have di scussed increasing the
nunber of conpanies of the Mrror Foot?"
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"Way would the Mrror Lancers consider such?' Luss'alt frowns. "Wat is the need beyond duties
as ship marines and guards?"

"No need, | suppose,” Kharl replies. "Although..." He shakes his head, then snmles
apol ogeti cal ly.

"When you beg nme to ask a question, devious Second Magus, you have sonething to say of the
nature you woul d have me guess. Guess | will not."

"I amsorry." Kharl sniles apologetically. "Sone habits die with difficulty.” He shrugs. "One
dare not speak too directly in the Quarter of the Magi'i."

"You never speak that directly, honored Second Magus." Luss's bluff voice carries a hint of
anusenent. "But, if you would, a slight effort in that direction would be appreciated.”

"Ah, yes, a slight effort."” Kharl purses his lips dramatically, and his green eyes carry a
sparkl e of anusenment, conveying an inpression of youth.

Luss nods to encourage him

"Was there not a fire upon the Ccean Fl ane an ei ghtday past?"

"There was." Luss waits, as if to indicate that he has no intention of guessing.

"And it was caused, as you may have overheard, by the weakening of the barriers of one of the
chaos cells that power the fire cannon."

"So it is said."

"You know t hat salt water weakens netals, and the basic order of the oceans wars agai nst chaos

rei nforcement. Then... suppose... just suppose... that nmore cells are found to be weakened... or
that the chaos towers in each ship suffer a simlar degradation....”

"Hmm " nuses Luss. "If that be the future, then we would have to build our warships as do the
Hanori ans. As Rynst has al ready planned."

"Cannon of the old style night be possible," continues Kharl, "but without the threat of the
fire cannon, other warships mght well attenpt to board ours... if you understand what that night
entail."

"Devi ous mage..."
"You are the officer responsible for the Mrror Foot. They are trained near Cyad, as | recall

They could be stationed in the enpty barracks by the eastern seawall. If tines should becone...
unsettled... well... | trust you understand."
Luss's lips curl. "I will think upon your... suppositions."”
"OfF course, ny friend. OF course." Kharl spreads his hands. "That is all | wi shed fromyou."
"Whatever it be, that is never all that you wish." Luss snorts loudly. "Never."
Khar| shrugs gracefully, as lithely as if he were still but a youth.
LV

In the blues of a senior enunerator, Lorn sits at the side table in the Silver Chalice, nursing a
goblet of bitter red table wine and watching through the archway the bulging figure who has to be
Shevel t -wat ching and |i stening.

The enunerators' section of the Silver Chalice is all but enpty, except for a pair in the
corner, a very junior blond enunerator far younger than Lorn with a dark-haired girl who giggles
annoyi ngly and all too often.

"...lsyt... don't say things like that...."

...you are pretty... | wouldn't say so otherwise...."
...you tell all the girls that..."
...none of themare |Iike you."

Lorn glances toward the center section of the building, through the archway, to where Shevelt
st ands.

"Last one! Have to go and be nice to ny dear brother!" bellows the big nerchanter. "Last one!"

Lorn shakes his head, and rises, |eaving three coppers on the table for the serving girl. He
can only hope that Shevelt will not be all that long in leaving the Silver Chalice.

W thout |ooking behind him Lorn-a lancer attired as an enunerator-nods politely as he passes
the bravo in the entry foyer. The bravo does not even return the gesture, but |ooks past Lorn
toward the | ouder nerchanters in the central room

"It's always a | ast one, Shevelt? Is it really?"

"You'd be hurrying if your brother's consort had red hair....'

A gust of laughter fills the room

Lorn steps into the darkness outside the Silver Chalice, turning eastward, when a cold chil
settles over him He alnost halts, so strong is the sense of being observed in a chaos-glass. But,
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instead of halting imediately, or stopping by the straggly tree barely twi ce his height, which he
had picked out earlier for its concealing shadows, he continues wal ki ng, back in the direction of
Ryalth's quarters.

"Chaos-light," he murnurs under his breath.

After finally managing to be at the Silver Chalice when Shevelt is, and when the nan plans to
| eave and not drink all night, Lorn must pass up the opportunity-all because sone nagus is
curious. And why? Lorn has done nothi ng-yet-besides his duty as a | ancer, and besides showi ng an
interest in an attractive nmerchanter | ady.

He offers a wy smile to the night and keeps wal ki ng.

While his lady trader will be pleased to see himearlier than it has been, finding Shevelt has
taken nore tine than Lorn would |ike. Yet he cannot undertake what he plans wth an unknown nagus

wat chi ng hi mthrough a chaos-glass. If Jerial is right, all the senior Magi'i know he travels in
nmerchanter blues... but that is all they should know

He nears Second Harbor Way West, trying not to linp or to disclose the sabre tucked into his
boot - t op.

At least... at least Ryalth will be pleased to see him Lorn just hopes the next tinme he finds

Shevelt that the sane nmagus does not choose that tinme to observe him
The chill does not lift until Lorn is well past Fourth Harbor Way East.

LVI

Three nights after his first observation of Shevelt, once nore in the blues of a senior
enunmerator, Lorn sits at the sane side table in the Silver Chalice. He takes a sip fromthe
goblet, half-filled with a vinegary red wi ne, and watches the burly Shevelt. He has little tine
left in Cyad, and can but hope the unknown nmagus does not decide to scree himthis night.

At the table to his right are a pair of gray-haired enumerators, talking in phrases that rise
and fall, sonetimes audi ble over the | ouder merchanters in the main room and sonetines not.

"...no winter rain in Hydlen... snows light..."

"Aye... both Easthorns and Westhorns..."

"...know the I ancers asked Ekyon for another five-score ranker sabres..."

"...loved that, he did..."

The bravo in the entry foyer ignhores the noise in the central room though his fingers
occasionally tighten around the gol den oak truncheon

Lorn takes another mnute sip of the wine, shaking his head at the serving girl as she
approaches. Wth her, fromthe back room cones the odor of overcooked grease. At the young
worman's frown, Lorn extracts a copper and lays it on the table, offering a brief smle to her

She nods, and turns to the two enumerators.

"One nmore? And why not ?" asks the ol der enunerat or

Lorn sniles, absently, as the server slips out of the smaller enumerators' section wthout
| ooki ng back him

"...and he had to pay Wosyl ? He should have paid her!"

Shevelt's laugh is loud, bluff, and annoying to Lorn, but he takes another sip of the bitter
red wi ne-only a sinp.

"You don't cone here often enough, Shevelt! Don't be |eaving so soon....'

"I should conme here to be insulted?" The big trader's overhearty | augh boons forth once nore,
riding over the enunerators' conversation yet again.

"...give as good as you get..."

"Can't stay too late... have sone plans...." Shevelt announces.

"Who is she? Another redhead?"

"No... Shevelt's going to journey to a strange |land. She's blonde-all the way down." A bass
laugh fills the room

The | aughter dies away as Shevelt |lurches erect and | unbers toward an adjoining table. "If |
didn't happen to be |eaving, Vorgan... you would be. On the way to the Steps, mayhap by the |ong
voyage...."

Lorn |l eaves a pair of coppers on the table, nods to the gray-clad serving girl who returns with
two nugs, and points to the three coppers on the wood.

The gesture earns hima fleeting snile.

"...just joshing, Shevelt..."

"OFf to your redhead, Shevelt... whichever one she is."

"When | finish ny nug..."
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Wt hout | ooking back, Lorn departs the Silver Chalice, walking quickly, as if he will be late
somewhere. He continues his pace all the way to Second Harbor Way West, where he slides into the
late twilight shadows, and eases back perhaps fifty cubits and nelds into the deeper shade that
shrouds a straggly feathering conifer. He eases the left trouser leg out over the sabre in his
boot-still the Lancer sabre, which means he will need a few other touches. Then he stands and
waits beside the straggly tree barely twi ce his height, and but a score of cubits away fromthe
arches that shield the double doors of the Silver Chalice.

The odor of overcooked grease nelds with the salt air and other odors fromthe harbor. Only a
trace of purple hangs above the low hills to the north and west, and the early night air is warmer
than it has been in nore than an eightday, with a trace of danpness that recalls fall not w nter.
Lorn remains silent as another man in blue wal ks slowy fromthe west end of the way and enters
the Silver Chalice.

The right hand doubl e-door opens, and then cl oses.

Lorn waits, but Shevelt does not emerge.

The sound of voices fromthe way behind Lorn drifts past him subsiding as the pair continues
toward the harbor.

At last, the door opens and the tall and bulky figure in blue that is Shevelt steps out into
the night, stretching slightly, before turning toward Lorn. Lorn waits until the trader is within
a handful of cubits before he noves.

"Trader, ser..." Lorn cringes, alnost cowers as he scuttles toward Shevelt. "Trader, ser... a
word. A word, please.”

Shevelt turns, his face tw sting.

Lorn backs away, but only slightly. "Ser... a good enunerator. | am Good for all manner of
goods and trades...."

"Good? Begging in the streets? You disgust ne, fellow"

"I"'mbetter than any you have...." Lorn whines, stepping back another pace. "I can show
you...."

The bul ky nerchanter takes two surprisingly quick steps and grabs the far smaller enunerator by
the shoul der. "Who do you think you are? | want an enunerator... | hire you. You cone beg at the
hiring door." He starts to shake the snaller man in blue, but the younger man slips fromhis
fingers and bends as if struck

"Trash..." nunbl es Shevelt. "Wrthless scum.. off with you."

"Li ke you."

The col dness of Lorn's words, so at odds with the cringing personality displayed a nonent
before, freezes the huge man for the instant it takes for Lorn to whip the chaos-reinforced sabre
across and toward Shevelt's neck.

The merchanter gapes, but cannot even blink or formwords as the glitter of cupridiumand the
sparkl e of chaos cut through him Both head and torso fall, a pair of dull thunps on the white
stones echoing faintly into the evening, blood pooling around the nmonentarily tw tching torso.

Lorn quickly takes out the gol den scabbard and extracts the dagger, driving it into the dead
man' s back, rather than turn the body. He dusts the dagger's scabbard with chaos and | eaves it by
the head, then wal ks qui ckly al ong the shadowed edge of the warehouse, pausing in the deeper
shadows to clean the sabre and replace it. The cleaning rag vanishes in a puff of chaos fire, and
Lorn wal ks out onto Second Harbor \Vay.

Lorn has wal ked a good two hundred cubits when he nods politely as he passes two Mrror Lancer

captains. He continues downhill for another three blocks before turning eastward onto the Road of
Benevol ent Conmer ce.
The stars are out full, and all hint of twlight has vani shed fromthe western sky by the tine

he has reached Ryalth's quarters.
She has heard or sensed his approach and opens the door as he nears. She frowns briefly as she
opens the door. "I'd hoped you would be earlier.”
Lorn snmles wyly. "My parents wanted to talk, and then | was del ayed by an obnoxi ous
mer chanter who didn't |ike enunerators on the sane wal kway. Extracting nyself quietly took sone
time."
"You al ways do things quietly.

After closing the door, she walks to the table.

"When | can." He offers a laugh that is not quite forced as he follows her. "I can recall a few
times when it didn't work that way, and the results weren't quiet."

She sniles, an expression that conbines hunmor, recollection, and wi stful ness. "I recall one of
those tinmes. Sonme day you'll have to tell ne about the others.”

Lorn shrugs, al nost sheepishly. "I broke a boy's fingers when we were in school, in a
bruggage...."
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"A what ?"

"A pile-up in a gane-korfal. He suspected, but couldn't prove it." Lorn laughs. "A few days
ago, he canme to call on Jerial. He's a Lancer sub-majer. He deftly pointed out that she couldn't
consi der herself above himnow, or at |east not for any |longer than ny father lives."

Ryal th shakes her head. "In sonme way or another, the past cones back."

"Let's hope the good things do as well." Lorn pauses. "That does mean that he doesn't want me
dead too soon."

"Ch... because your younger brother's a nagus?"

"Exactly."

"Have you eaten?"

"Not since... this norning, | think. |I had sone dried pearapples early this afternoon, but not
very many." He grins. "Kysia still has avoided neeting me." The grin fades. "It's probably better
that way."

"Why don't you sit down? | waited, and |I'm hungry."

Lorn holds back a wince at the sharpness of her tone. "I'msorry." He glances at the covered

dish in the mddle of the small circular table.

"I't's arnmenak- Austran creaned beef strips and noodl es."

Lorn takes the ladle and serves Ryalth, then hinmself, offering her the bread first, as well.
The arnenak is strongly seasoned, but with a trilialike tang, rather than with a chilled or pepper-
i ke spiciness, and Lorn finds he has finished all he has served hinsel f, when half of Ryalth's
portion remains on her blue crockery platter

"I was hungry."

"You usually are." She puts down the goblet from which she has hardly drunk and | ooks across
the table at him "You have to | eave soon, don't you?"

"Before the end of the eightday. | can't risk being late in reporting for duty. Not as a Lancer
captain with magus blood." His lips twist. "And not with senior officers waiting for mstakes."

Ryalth tilts her head quizzically.

Lorn nods ruefully. "I know. | know But you' re not a mistake. That's why | need a season or so
to set things up."

Ryalth waits.

"I keep ny word, lady trader, and that's one promse | want to keep. Mre than you know. " He
| ooks into her eyes and repeats the words. "Mre than you know "

“I"mglad."

They both smle.

LVI |

Cyad is swathed in gray, the sun sending but a dimlight across the city. The fog outside the
master cupritor's shop carries not only the scents of salt and the clam ness of the fog itself,
but the acrid odors of acids and chaos-form ng. The sounds of hammers and forges echo nore |oudly
as Lorn, wearing the grayed waterproof, clinbs the step to the narrow porch, where he wi pes his
boot s.

After opening the door and stepping inside, Lorn closes it firmy behind him wal ks forward,
and waits at the countered hal f-door. Wen the young journeyman finally acknow edges hi m and
approaches, Lorn shows the token he had received earlier and the Dyjani plaque. "I have cone for
the Brystan sword.”

The journeyman inclines his head but slightly. "The nodified sabre is ready, and the naster
woul d have it out of his place, masterful though the work is."

Lorn places the token and the five golds on the narrow counter-and two silvers.

The younger nan takes the token, but |eaves the coins on the polished wood and steps to the
side and a rack that Lorn cannot fully see, returning with the sabre and the scabbard. He eases
the weapon out of the scabbard for Lorn to see.

Lorn glances at it, in the manner of an enunerator unaware of and unconcerned with the
intricacies of blades. "It |looks as it should."

"The master also rebal anced the bl ade and adjusted the scabbard for the additional thickness
and the point. That neant sone additional rivets."

Lorn sniles, keeping the resignation fromhis |lips, and adds another gold to the pile.

"We thank the house of Dyjani," responds the journeyman.

"The house of Dyjani thanks you and nmaster Wanyi." Lorn bows, then waps the weapon in the gray
cotton and the oilcloth before | eaving the shop

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200{%20Cyador.txt (116 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

As he wal ks eastward through the heavy fog toward the harbor, swathed in his gray waterproof,
Lorn hopes that his investnment of nmore than a year's pay will provide what he needs.

LVI T

Lorn stands in the afternoon shadows on the upper level portico of his parents' dwelling, the w nd
fromthe Great Western Ccean in his face as he | ooks out across the harbor, taking in the
scaffol ds erected around the Ccean Flanme, and the other fireship tied along the sane pier farther
seaward. From what he can tell, the two square-rigged ocean vessels on the adjacent pier are both
Brystan, while the three schooners on the coastal pier are fromLydiar, Hydlen, and Gallos, if the
colors of the ensigns flying fromon their sterns are any indication. Another vessel, with w nd-
billowed sails, cuts diagonally out of the southwest toward the harbor

The wi nd has shifted and strengthened enough to clear out the heavy fog of the norning.
Whitecaps fill the water that is as nuch gray as blue under the dark clouds that swirl in fromthe
west, and the wind hints at col der weat her approaching. Lorn can sense sonmeone behind him but he
does not turn for a while.

Wien he does, his nother is still waiting, wearing a heavy green woollen cl oak

"I don't go to the healing center except on twoday and fourday. A small benefit of age and
experi ence," she says. "I had hoped we coul d have sonme nonents together before you left."

"Whuld you like to go down to the sitting roon?" he asks as his eyes shift to her cloak. "It
woul d be warner."

"No. | like the wind. That is... if I"'mproperly attired." Her fine white eyebrows arch, under

short-cut hair that has none of the nmahogany Lorn recalls remaining. "The cloak is nost warm" She
wal ks toward the sout hwest corner of the portico.

Lorn follows and arranges two chairs so that they sit in a sheltered corner of the area where
the famly has often dined in warmer weather, the wind rustling and murnuring around them

Nyryah arranges her cloak and fixes her eyes on her ol der son

Lorn waits, knowing his nmother will say what she desires as she wi shes.

"I never have cared for young Dettaur,"” Nyryah finally says, "even when you were but wai st-high
and friends with him He was bigger, and he hit you, sonetines when he thought no one was | ooking,
but you never cried. H s nother was ny best friend when we were young. She was of the Mgi'i, but
her father was only a third |l evel adept, and he died very young. She foolishly accepted Pyeal, but
we all can do foolish things when we're upset."”

"You never nentioned any of that."

"There was no reason to, not when you were young. W were nore idealistic, then, | fear." She
smles, as if recalling a nenory that gives her pleasure. "It is difficult to remain young and
idealistic in Cyad. It is near-inpossible to reach ny age and retain all one's ideals." She
frowns. "Perhaps it is better said that it is inpossible to live up to those ideals."

"You and father have certainly tried," Lorn says gently.

"It may be...." She stops and shakes her head. After a nonent, she readjusts the cloak. "I fee
old and foolish spouting grand ideas...."

"What ?" Lorn asks gently.

Nyryah purses her [ips.

Lorn waits.

"Your father woul d di sagree. Sel dom do we disagree, you know? Still..." She pauses once nore
before continuing. "Cyad rests on the power of the chaos towers. Al |ands rest on sone form of
power. The towers are few conpared to the size of Cyador...." Her words trail off into the w nd
yet again.

"There are a hal f-score fireships, each powered by a tower, and the hal f-score or so around the
Accursed Forest, and those here in Cyad," Lorn says. "Few for a land that stretches nore than
fifteen hundred kays east to west."

"A quarter score in Cyad," Nyryah confirms. "At the beginning. You know, Lorn, that is a very
narrow base of power. A handful of nen control that power. Such creates the possibility for
corruption, and that is why the Magi'i renove those fromtheir ranks who will not put the service
of chaos above self. That is why none know the Hand, and all neet himin darkness, except the
Enperor. 1t has al ways been a struggle." Another quirky smle appears on her lips. "Your father
rem nds nme of that constantly.”

"He's reminded ne," Lorn replies. "Mure than infrequently.”

"There is one other thing, ny son," she says slowy. "It is sonething so obvious that | doubt
you have considered it."
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Again, Lorn waits.
"You and Vernt, and even Myryan and Jerial, tend to | ook down on the |ancer famlies, perhaps
because there are three tines as many | ancer officers as Magi'i." Nyryah smles sadly. "The nunber

of lancer officers who are majers and conmanders is |l ess than the total nunber of Magi'i, and
neither are nunerous conpared to all the folk of Cyad. You were raised anong both, but how nmany
| ancer or Magi'i famlies are there here?"

"Two hundred Magi'i fanilies?" Lorn hazards.

"Closer to three hundred, and the sanme number scattered throughout all the rest of Cyador, with
nost in Fyrad and Summerdock. Now... how many folk are there in Cyad?"

Lorn shrugs. "The Enperor's census is not made public. | would guess there are nore than a

t housand score."

"More than twice that." She coughs once. "Renenber, a lancer officer is alnpst as exalted to
the folk of Cyador as is a magus, even though it may not seem so anong those with whom you were
rai sed. Power is held by very few, and it has al ways been so, and, given the nature of the world,
| fear it will always be so." She shakes her head. "Wat if the basis of power were in sonething
accessible to all people? Wuld that nake governing easier and less of a tenptation for the
corrupt? | don't know. | used to think so." She smiles. "I wander. | cannot ponder that forever.
You nay, perchance."

"Me? | don't think I'"'mthe idealist you and father are."

"You?" A headshake follows the rueful single word question. "You have protected your idealism
inaterrible way, ny son. You believe those in Cyad are sonehow better because the city itself is
nmore magni ficent."”

Lorn does not know how best to answer such a statenent.

"People will be who they are, you know. Some you can ignore. Some you can persuade, and sone
you can mani pul ate. That is where nobst, even in Cyad, scratch the line in sunstone."

Lorn nods.

"I'f you would do nore..." Nyryah coughs, several tines.

Lorn starts to rise, and she gestures for himto sit.

"Not hi ng of flux-chaos there," she finally says. "You can sense that for yourself."

He senses no flux-chaos within her, but the levels of order and chaos are far |ower than he
recalls. "You need nore rest," he says.

"I do ny best, dear. Holding on to your rest can sonetinmes be harder than we think." An
enigmatic snmile plays on her lips for a nonent, then fades. "As | was saying, you have difficulty
scratching lines. Some will attenpt to do it for you. Qthers will act as you have."

"Yes?"

"You will soon reach that time when only one path lies before you. W all do. Your father did.
| fear that holds for Jerial already. Straying fromthat course brings earlier death than hol ding
toit." Her eyes harden. "Do you understand?"

Lorn nods slowy.

"1 thought you might. Now. .. you have few enough evenings left here, and they are better spent
with your friend than with us."

"You don't approve?"

Nyryah smiles. "You worry far too much about our approval. You nust live the life you create,
and you especially, unlike your brother, know far better who will aid in your creations. Your
father can guide Vernt as a nagus, as he could have you, but there is no one in this world of ours
who knows the path you have chosen.” She shifts her weight in the chair. "I amfeeling the w nd,
and you need to do what you nust."

Lorn stands and extends his hand for her to rise, feeling both the strength and the delicacy in

her grip.
"She nust be lovely, or Jerial would have nade her displeasure known."
"She is... but beyond mere beauty."

"That is what | meant. You never did stop at appearances, Lorn." Nyryah wal ks steadily al ong
the edge of the portico.

The clouds to the southwest have begun to |ower, and the wind is danper, bringing spits of
nmoi sture that herald a fuller rain to cone-and the storm headache for Lorn that is so common he
can al nost ignore it.

After escorting his nother down to her chanbers, Lorn returns to his own roons, where, for a
tinme, he reflects... except before long, his thoughts are circling back upon thenselves. Finally,
he takes out the small silver book and selects a page, reading al nost under his breath.

Rl PENI NG

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...20Recluse%2001%20-%20Magi'i%200{%20Cyador.txt (118 of 230) [5/22/03 12:20:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesi tt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62001%620-%20M agi ' %6200f %20Cyador .txt

Li ke a dusk without a cloud,
a leaf without a tree

a shell wthout a sea..

the greening of the pear
slips by.

Sly tree,

you know how... where..

So could we

wi th reason,

to foll ow,

| eaf by | eaf by green,

each second of the season

to hold the sun-hazed days,
and wait for pears and praise
...and wait for pears and praise.

Lorn frowns. Pears are rare in Cyad, and, once nore, there is nore to the words than their
angul ar characters.

He smiles. He has no choice but to see what fruit will ripen in the years and seasons that lie
before him In the neantime, he sits on the edge of his bed and reads through the narked and
anci ent pages.

When | ate afternoon approaches, he re-dons the enunerator blues, and the waterproof and takes
the rear stairs down to the rear garden gate.

"Who will aid in your creations..." he murmurs as he wal ks eastward al ong the northern wal kway
fl anki ng the Road of Perpetual Light. In the continuing rain, the wind ruffles his hair and fl aps
the gray waterproof that covers the enumerator blues. "...no one who knows the path you have
chosen...." Wile those words coul d have nmeant that no one knows his goals, which he hopes to be
true, the |l ess obvious neaning is what his nother intended.

He hopes Ryalth has returned fromthe Plaza, and is relieved when she opens the door. Her eyes
are both deep and opaque as she | ooks at him She does not speak, but notions for himto enter
Lorn does so, stepping around the interior privacy screen and keeping a pleasant smle upon his
face.

Ryalth cl oses the door gently, firmy, then faces him her back to the green ceram c screen
"They found Shevelt's body | ast night-with a Dyjani dagger through his back. Everyone in the
trading quarter was tal king about it." She studies Lorn

"I heard that he'd angered the Dyjani...." Lorn says carefully.

"The pl aque?"

"It is safe. Do you want it back?"

"No." Al npst eye-to-eye, she looks levelly at Lorn. "You know that Tasjan denies the bad bl ood.
Publicly, anyway. | suppose he has to. He's the Dyjani O an Head. Shevelt's father Fuyo
threatened to dismenber all of Tasjan's heirs."” Ryalth shakes her head. "Fuyol is as hot-tenpered
as his son was. Before he finished his screanmng, at |east four other house heads went to see him
They all suggested that such threats were unwi se, and the runor is that sone of them suggested to
Fuyol privately that a score of merchanters were quietly rejoicing at Shevelt's death. They al so
suggested that he nane Veljan as his heir. Veljan's nmuch nore | evel headed." The redhead | ooks at
Lorn. "He's nore dangerous, but that is because his consort is very bright. She is the nmiddle
daught er of Liataphi."

"The Third Magus?" Lorn's eyebrows lift.

"Li ataphi has four daughters, and no sons. One daughter died years ago. Syreal was far too
young when she threatened to run off if she couldn't consort with Veljan. There was a

conprom se...." Ryalth breaks off and | ooks hard at him "You knew this, didn't you?"
"I knew that Liataphi has no sons and that he has been trying to find younger Magi'i as
consorts for his daughters. |I'd heard Syreal consorted with a nerchanter, but | didn't recall who

that was, and I didn't know that there was a | arge settlement for her
Ryalth nods. "Mre than many."
"So the Magi'i would not be displeased with Veljan."
"One of Veljan's and Syreal's sons has the chaos talent and is being taught at the acadeny,"

He pauses. "It was |arge?”

Ryalth notes. "There are runors that he will be accepted as a student mage."
"So | ong as Liataphi and Fuyol hold their power."
"They will." Ryalth steps forward and hugs Lorn. "You won't be here that |ong, and you haven't
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even hugged me."

"No... | haven't." His arnms slip around her

"You didn't have to do it," she whispers in his ear. "You didn't."

"I did," he nmurnurs back. "You would have had to handle it, and you could, but this way... you
can use those skills for sonething el se, when |I'm not around."

"I worry...."

"I do also." Lorn steps back and offers a crooked snile.

So does she. "We don't have much tinme left, but you'll get sonething hot tonight."
They both find thensel ves fl ushing.

LI X

Lorn Iifts the two green bags that contain his clean uniforns, |aundered by the ever-unseen Kysia,
and the ancient Brystan sabre that holds a shimrering cupridiumfinish and an edge that is every
bit as sharp as the | ancer sabre in the scabbard clipped to his green web belt. He has tested the
Brystan weapon, and it feels better than his own sabre-except both are his.

He takes a last | ook around the chanbers, checking to see that he has not forgotten anything,
and then turns. Wth a wy headshake, he steps into the gray light outside his door and starts
toward the formal stairs. He does not get far, because his parents appear fromtheir chanber at
the end of the corridor. Both wear heavy white wool en robes-lined with the finest Hamorian cotton
he knows.

"I know you don't |ike good-byes,"” his nother offers, "but it will be nore than a year before
you get back to Cyad." She steps forward to hug him

"Two, at least," Lorn adnits, lowering the kit bags and returning the enbrace. He can feel the

wet ness on her cheeks, and he swallows. "I wll be back."

"We know, dear." Nyryah gives himone nore enbrace before stepping back

Kien' elth grasps Lorn's forearmw th both hands. "It was good to see you, and to see how much
you' ve changed in four years." He smiles. "I didn't think it would turn out this way, but you've
done well, and | think you're happier doing what you do."

Even Vernt appears, standing behind his parents, although he is fully clad in the shimercloth
of a third-level adept. "Take care, Lorn."

"I will do that, but you be careful as well." Lorn steps forward and claps Vernt's forearm
adding in a lower voice, "The Quarter is just as unforgiving as the Accursed Forest." He can sense
the frown that their father does not express, but he does not explain his words to either his
brother or his father, who already understands what he has said, nor his reasons for voicing what
they know wi t hout his advice.

Final ly, he steps back, glancing around.

"You saw Myryan last night... didn't you?" asks Nyryah.

"I did."

"Jerial asked if she could be the one to see you off downstairs," Nyryah adds.
"We could all do that," insists Kien. "She shouldn't..."

"She asked it as a favor, and she never asks, dear
shoul d I et her have that small favor."

"If Lorn doesn't think ill of us." Kien half-chuckles.

"That's fine. It doesn't matter where,” Lorn replies, even as he wonders why Jerial has made
such a request.

After another hug from his nother and handcl asps from Vernt and his father, Lorn finally wal ks
down the marble stairs, to find that Jerial, as the others have said, waits alone by the front
door. Her face is conposed, al nost drawn, and her eyes flicker to the enpty stairs behind Lorn

"I didn't want to |leave without... but... | didn't want to intrude...." He sets down the green
bags once nore.

"I know you have to go." Jerial hugs hima | ong and warm enbrace, warner than any Lorn can
recall since childhood. Then she steps back and lifts something wapped in cream shi mrercl ot h-
mat ching the fabric of the dress uniformhe wears. She slips it into his hands. The object is
roughly two and a half spans square and hard. Lorn can feel the polished wood beneath the cloth.

Nyryah | ooks blandly at her consort. "W

"It was father's," Jerial murnurs. "He thought he nmisplaced it several years ago. | knew you
woul d need it sooner or later. It would be better if you didn't use it until you return to duty-
away from Cyad. Vernt has no use for it; he has his own, and he'll never naster it the way you
will... the way you should... if you'd |like to return to Cyad soneday." Her smile is sonehow both
prof essi onal and warmand disturbing. "If they hadn't let nme see you off alone... you'd still have
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it."

Lorn bows ever so slightly, understanding. "Thank you. | can't tell you how much."

"Everyone has told you to be careful." Her eyes are bright, but the unshed tears do not streak
her cheeks. "I will, too, but... believe in yourself, Lorn."

Still holding the screeing glass, he hugs her once nore before stepping back, then quickly

slipping the glass into the | eft hand bag, the one without the Brystan sabre.

"And | arranged a carriage for you. The driver is waiting. You don't need to start a journey to
the Accursed Forest by carting those across Cyad on foot." She raises her dark eyebrows. "That's a
| esson, younger brother. Save yourself for what you al one can do."

"Yes, elder sister."

They both smile.

Lorn lifts the bags and steps around the privacy screens, then wal ks down the steps to the
wai ting carriage.

"Fi rewagon portico, ser?" asks the driver.

"The one near the harbor,"” Lorn confirms as he slides the kit bags into the carriage.

"Yes, ser."

As the carriage begins to roll westward toward the harbor and the hint of filmy fog that
irregularly shrouds the piers, Lorn turns and watches the house, but his nental inages are of
Myryan, who had cried the afternoon before when he had stopped to say that goodbye... and of a red-
haired trader and the tears she-and he-had shed the night before.

Hs lips tighten, and his eyes harden

Part V - Lorn'alt, Jakaafra

LX

At the creaaking fromthe front wheels, the round-faced second | evel adept Magus who sits across
from Lorn shakes his head. "They need better maintenance." H s eyes show an occasional flash of
the gol denness that may in future years give himthe sun-eyed appearance of nore senior Mgi'i.
Fine lines already radiate fromthe corners of those eyes, for all that he is but a handful of
years ol der than Lorn

Lorn nods to the nagus. Every few kays, a creaaaaking has filled the front conpartnment of the
firewagon that rolls along the Great Eastern Hi ghway toward Jakaafra. The sound seens to cone from
the front wheels and lasts but a few nonents before fadi ng away.

"Fi rewagons should be silent,” the nagus continues. "Don't you think so, Captain?"

"They should be as well-naintai ned as possible,"” Lorn responds.

Wth a definitive nod, the magus | ooks to the undercaptain on Lorn's right. "Don't you agree,
Under capt ai n?"

"Yes, ser," replies the dark-haired undercaptain. A faint sheen of perspiration covers his
forehead, but he nakes no nove to blot it away.

Sitting on the left side of the conpartnent, facing forward, Lorn watches the magus seated
directly across fromhim but the man in white shimercloth closes his eyes. After a tine, so does
t he bl ack- haired under capt ai n.

Seenmingly the only one even half-awake in the late afternoon, Lorn rubs his chin, his fingers
feeling the stubble and the griminess of the long trip in the firewagon, and they are not
schedul ed to reach Geliendra until late afternoon. He shifts his weight on the too-lightly padded
and contoured bench seat, then once again gl ances out through the wi ndow, a w ndow whose anci ent
gl ass creates the slightest of distortions, rendering the fields and dwellings that they pass |ess
substantial, as if they were not quite as they should be.

Once the firewagon had traversed those few kays of the Eastern Hi ghway that bordered the
nort heast corner of the southern grasslands- roughly hal fway between Cyad and Celiendra-the |and
besi de the hi ghway has becone far nore lush than that through which Lorn had passed on his way to
Syadtar-or even that of the fertile areas around the | ancer training base at Kynstaar. Wile he
has expected to see the furled gray | eaves of winter, there is green everywhere, much nore than he
woul d have expected. Yet Fyrad and the southeastern |ands of Cyador are warner, far warner, than
cool Cyad, at least in winter.

Wapped in his own silence, Lorn watches, as outside the firewagon passes the towns, and then
the well-tended hol dings. Yet, for all the prosperity of those glazed brick dwellings with their
intricate exterior green ceram c privacy screens, their imracul ate brick outbuildings, their
woodl ots with their borders as neat as if they had been neasured by a enunerator... Lorn feels
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vaguely uneasy. |s it because those houses are nore truly Cyador than the nassive sunstone and
granite structures of Cyad itself? O that such regularity is somehow at odds with the chaos that
supports it? O sonething deeper?

He frowns, letting his order-chaos senses reach beyond the firewagon, beyond the conforting
warnt h of the chaos cells at the back of the vehicle.

From what he senses, the regularity of the holdings that the firewagon carries himpast is what
it seens. Yet... sonething does not feel right. O is it that he does not feel in accord wth
t hose regul ar hol di ngs and what they represent? He can al nost sense the chaos glass in his bag, as
if it burned to be released. Yet he knows that the glass holds no chaos itself, and serves nerely
as a focus.

Lorn takes a long slow breath, and closes his eyes, hoping that he can sleep for sone of the
remaining ride to Geliendra

LXI

As the carriage driver reins up the two horses, Lorn glances at the twin pillared sunstone gates
spaced wi de enough for three carriages abreast, then at the white oak gates thensel ves, oiled and
pol i shed, but clearly ancient fromtheir deep golden color. Two Mrror Lancer guards stand before
each of the ten-cubit-high pillars that hold the gates, and the gates thensel ves are swung back
into the compound, a sure indicator that they had not been built to withstand a true siege.

"We stop at the gate, sers," announces the driver of the open-topped carriage. "Be four for the
two of you."

"Thank you." Lorn hands over five coppers, then opens the half-door, careful to swing his sabre
clear, and then stepping down to and wal ki ng across the granite paving stones the open |uggage
rack on the back where he pulls out his two green bags. He | ooks down, not quite sure why. Wile
the pacing stones are snooth and clean, as are all paving stones in Cyador, these bear traceries
of fine hairline cracks.

"Ser... | could pay nmy own-" begins the undercaptain, reaching for his single bag.

"You could, Nythras, but consider it a favor that you'll repay when you're a captain," replies
Lorn with a snile.

"Thank you, ser."

Nei t her of the guards |ooks directly at the two officers as they wal k through the gates.

I nside, Lorn pauses, glancing northward at the proliferation of one- and two-storied white granite
structures inside the square of walls that stretch a good kay or nore on a side. The conpound at
Geliendra is twice the size of the one at Syadtar... if not nore.

The undercaptai n gl ances sideways at Lorn

Lorn offers a wy snmile. "This is a new station for nme, too, Nythras."

Although it is alnost exactly midwinter, the air is warm as warmas late spring in Isahl, and
danp, as danp as the sea air coming off the harbor in Cyad. Lorn takes a slow breath, trying to
identify the nuted fragrances and odors, a nelange of scents that partakes of frysia, the
deconposition of stable straw, and other floral scents newto him

Lorn studies the layout for but a nonent, then wal ks directly toward the |large whitened granite
buil ding before them Wile he can see officers and Lancer rankers entering and | eaving the
buil dings farther to the north, there are none entering or |eaving the nearest. He ducks inside
the archway of the first building, glancing toward the junior squad | eader who sits at a narrow
table in the foyer at the end of a short corridor, nmuch as Kielt had done at | sahl

The squad | eader | ooks up. "Captain, ser?"

"Captain Lorn. I'"'mreporting in. Is this the Conmander's headquarters?”

"Ah... yes, ser."

"Where should | report?"

"The third building back, ser, the second archway."

"Thank you." Lorn smiles and steps back outside. In the danp and warm air of GCeliendra,
especially in his w nter-weight uniformand under the direct sun, he is beginning to sweat. "Third
buil ding,"” he tells the undercaptain.

"You didn't think it was that one, did you?"

"No. But it's faster to ask than try them all
way. "

Lorn leads the way to and then into the front archway into the third building back, a | ow one-
story granite-walled structure that, for all its cleanliness and spare lines, still radiates age
A heavy-set squad | eader, one of the nost rotund | ancers Lorn has ever beheld, bul ges over the

Lorn grins. "You only | ook uninforned once that
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wi de table that holds a dozen wooden boxes, each filled with stacks of paper. He | ooks up as the
two of ficers appear.

"This is where we report?" Lorn asks.

"Yes, ser." The squad |l eader's voice is a nellow tenor

"Captain Lorn, reporting, squad |eader." Lorn offers an easy snmile along with the words.

"Undercaptain Nythras," the black-haired junior officer adds.

Lorn shows his seal ring, then proffers his orders. Nythras follows the captain's exanple.

"Squad Leader Kulurt, sers." The heavy-set |ancer nods politely and scans the two scrolls
before speaking again. "Captain Lorn..." The squad | eader nods as he speaks, and his jow s quiver
"Commander Meyl yd has been expecting you, and asked ne to |let himknow as soon as you arrived. |If
you would wait for a nonent..."

Lorn nods.

Kul urt heaves hinmself out of the white oak chair, nods again to the two officers, |unbers down
the corridor directly behind his table.

Nyt hras gl ances at Lorn. "They know who you are."

Lorn doubts that is for the best. "They know who you are also. You'll see."

Kulurt returns al nost inmmedi ately, breathing slightly heavily. "Undercaptain Nythras, the
Conmander will see you after he finishes with Captain Lorn," Kulurt explains to the nore junior
of ficer before gesturing to the corridor. "The Comuander's study is the first door on the left,
Captain Lorn."

"Thank you." Lorn | eaves his gear against the wall and slips around the squad | eader. The study
door is open, and he steps inside. The study is roughly fifteen cubits square and contains little
besi de the desk and the chair behind it, a single chest-high bookcase to the right of the desk,
and five arm ess chairs set out in a semcircle facing the desk. On the wall facing the door, two
| arge wi ndows, their panes and shutters open, admit both |light and a pleasant breeze. Al the
furniture is of white oak, burnished by tine into a deep gold. On the desk are three boxes filled
with papers, an inkwell, and a pen holder. Fastened on the wall behind the commander's desk is a
green-bordered wall hanging. Inside the border are four stylized golden towers set in a dianond
pattern. Four narrow |ightning bolts connect the towers, and within the |ightning-bolt-enclosed
dianond is the black outline of a single |leafless tree-a tree with four gnarled branches tw sting
up and out fromthe trunk. The tips of the branches curve back fromthe |ightning bolts.

Conmander Meylyd is standi ng behind the polished gol den surface of his table desk as Lorn
enters and bows.

"Captain Lorn, ser."

The tall and sl ender conmander offers a warmsnile, with both his eyes and nouth. "Captain

Lorn... it's good that you're here."

"I"'mglad to be here, ser."

"After spending all that tinme on a firewagon, |'msure you are." Mylyd responds, gesturing to
the chairs before his desk and reseating hinmself. "I take it that your trip from Cyad was
unr emar kabl e. "

"Just long." Lorn takes the chair on the left end, the one closest to the w ndow.

"That's the way the patrols are here-nost of the tine." Mylyd nods, |eaning back in the wooden
arnchair. He tightens his lips for a nonent. "Wat do you know about what we do... or about the
Accursed Forest?"

"Well, ser, | know that the Accursed Forest is a remmant of the wild order that once spread

across all of Candar before the Firstborn. They pushed it back and confined it behind warded
walls. One hears reports that at tines it breaks free of those wards and nust be pushed back
within the boundaries.” Lorn shrugs. "l understand that the Lancers patrol the walls and support
the Magi'i and Mrror Engineers in bringing the wild order of the Forest back within the wards."

"That is in fact the basis of what we do here. You understand better than many, as might be
expected froman officer raised in the Gty of Light." Meylyd purses his |ips once nore, |eaning
forward in his chair. "You'll be in charge of the Second Conpany in Jakaafra, Captain Lorn. There
are two conpanies there on the north side. You and your conpany will patrol the northeast wall to
make sure that the Forest renmmins within the wards. First Conpany patrols the towns outside the
northwest wall." The comuander stands. "It's good to neet you." He nods toward the door. "Mjer
Maran will brief you on the specifics. He's in direct conmand of all the surveillance patrols.
He's expecting you. The next door down."

"Yes, ser." Lorn stands quickly.

"I hear you are npbst capable, and this is a tinme when that experience will be valuable. If
there is anything you need or think |I should know, please |let Majer Maran or me know." The
commander snmiles warmy a last tine.
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Lorn bows, then departs.

Maj er Maran has clearly heard Lorn's departure, because he, too, is standing, as the captain
enters his study, a chanber |less than eight cubits square, and even nore sparse than Conmander
Meyl yd' s study.

"Mpjer." Lorn bows, then straightens, studying the officer. Majer Brevyl had warned Lorn about
Maran, but without specifics.

Maran stands slightly over four cubits, a good head taller than Lorn, with short, |ight-brown
hair, mld brown eyes, and a thin brush nustache. Hi s broad shoul ders and nuscul ar chest taper to
a narrow wai st and conparatively slender legs. "Geetings, Captain Lorn, and wel conme to
Geliendra." Maran bestows a warmand friendly smle upon the junior officer. "Please sit down."

"Thank you." Lorn takes the leftnost of the two chairs before Maran's tabl e desk.

"There are nmany tal es about duty here," Maran begins, sitting back in the chair behind the
table desk. He sits up and rings the bell on the corner of the table. "Oh... | alnbst forgot."

Lorn wonders what Maran al nost forgot, but |leaves a faint smile upon his lips, although his
concentration, and his chaos-order senses, are upon the door, which opens.

"Ser." A junior squad |leader, thin-faced, appears with a tray, which he sets upon the corner of
t he desk.

"Thank you, Quenst." Maran's warm voi ce conveys appreciation. A carafe and two nugs rest on the
tray, as well as a dozen clean slices of white cheese, and as nmany wedges of thick cracker bread
A freshly sliced apple is laid out behind the cheese.

"Go ahead," Maran urges. "If you're like nmobst of us, you don't eat much on a firewagon trip."

"That's true." Lorn his chaos senses flick across the carafe, and then the food, but can detect
no flux that mght indicate poison or other unsavory substances. So he sanples a slice of cheese,
an apple slice, and a wedge of the hard cracker bread, eating it carefully. Maran pours two nugs
of juice. "Redberry."

"Thank you." Lorn grasps the nearest nug and takes a small swallow "Patroling the Accursed
Forest is not that dissimlar to patroling the Hills of Endless Gass," Maran says, "and yet it is
also totally different." He smles apologetically at Lorn

"I understand dealing with barbarians,"” Lorn offers, "but exactly how does one patrol the
Accursed Forest?"

Maran's warmsnile turns ironic. "The Forest and the barbarians are nuch alike. They woul d
i nvade Cyador and rob us of the fruits of chaos and prosperity. The Forest is a creation of wild
order that would consunme all of Cyador and return it to a forest where each creature would be
ordered to destroy every nman, worman, and child, because the wild order does not recognize us as a
part of its patterns." Maran coughs, takes a sip fromhis mug, and continues. "The Firstborn
pushed the wild order back into the smallest area possible, and confined it with barrier wards.
There are a dozen chaos towers which provide chaos energy to the wards. Each tower provi des enough
chaos energy to power the wards for sixty-six kays, so that each ward receives power fromtwo
towers. There are eight wards evenly spaced over each kay of wall, and all are linked by cupridi um
cabl es encased in vitrified ceramc."”

Lorn nods, wondering just how the Forest could escape such a chaos barrier.

"You ask, if you are like nost |ancer officers, how the Forest can escape such a prison." Maran
pauses for another sip of redberry. "There are several ways. First, sone of the trees can expe
their seeds beyond the wall. Once such a seedling takes root, it grows quickly. That is why the
area for a half kay back fromthe walls is continually tilled and sowed with salt to ensure that
nothing will grow there. Second, the Forest has grown trees so |large that when a branch breaks it
falls across the wall. Full grown trees also fall, even when they appear to have no rot or
illness. Trees or branches breach the barrier, and animals use such as a bridge to escape. W have
found chaos cats over eight cubits in length, ten if you include their tails, which weighed nore

than fifty stone. You will see, on the wall in the officer's dining roomhere tonight, the
remmants of the skin of a giant stun lizard killed here twenty years ago. It is twenty cubits in
length. It took a special firecannon to kill it. Third, occasionally a tree will send a root under
the foundations of the wall. The foundati ons go down nore than fifty cubits.” A crooked snile

appears on Maran's face. "The Accursed Forest is a dangerous adversary."

Lorn waits.

"Seedl ings can be destroyed by firelances, but if you destroy such, you send a |ancer as a
messenger imrediately to the nearest Mrror Engi neer detachment, with the exact |ocation of the
seedling. You can deternine that because each ward on the wall is nunbered. The first ward to the
east of the north point is north ward one east; the second is north ward two east.... You
under stand? Roots are nore dangerous, if infrequent, and all you can do is quarter off the area
and destroy any aninmals that clinb through them Yes... they can be hollow Fallen linbs require
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the nost effort, because you will have to destroy all animals that try to use the linb as a
bridge. The wards will eventually destroy the |inmb, but that could take anywhere froma day to an
ei ghtday...."

Lorn finds hinsel f noddi ng.

Maran extends a thin book. "This is the patrol nmanual. You need to study it imediately." He
shrugs offhandedly. "It is straightforward. Patrol the ward-wall. Contain the wild creatures of
the Accursed Forest when it is breached. Protect your lancers and use themwi sely. Ch... there is
one structural difference here. W have one | ess squad | eader per conpany. That means your senior
squad | eader also leads a squad." The warmsmile returns. "l expect you will find time to study
it. Fromhere it is roughly a solid four-day ride to the post at Jakaafra."

Lorn takes the manual. The tine to ride to Jakaafra is certainly understandable, since
Geliendra is on the southernnost point of the dianond walls that surround the Forest, and Jakaafra
above the northernnost.

"Your senior squad |leader will be Aisenn.... You are expected to patrol thirty-three kays each
day, and rest on the fourth. There are way stations every thirty-three kays, and, of course, an
out post at each corner of the ward-walls." Maran coughs lightly. "Tonorrow, when you're rested,

first thing, we'll take a ride to the wall. There's really no other way to explain it, not
really." Maran shrugs. "Sone things have to be seen before any explanati on makes sense. Then, the
day after, you'll be in charge of taking the replacement |ancers for both Westend and Jakaafra.
You'll ride the wall, as, if you will, a quicker exanple of a patrol."

The majer rises. "In the neantine, we'll get you a roomfor a visiting officer. I'll give you a

qui ck tour, and then you can get cleaned up and fam liarize yourself with CGeliendra. Please fee
free to | ook throughout the compound and to ask anyone any questions."

Lorn rises. "You' ve been nost hel pful."

"Nonsense. The nore you know, the better you'll do." Maran sniles his warmand friendly smle
and gestures toward the study door.

LXI'I

The late afternoon air is far warnmer than in nmany recent days when Bl uoyal ' ner steps onto the
bal cony where Luss'alt waits. After a glance at the Captain-Conmrander, the nerchanter |ooks back
over his shoulder, then steps away fromthe doorway into the Pal ace of Light.

The second-i n-command of the Mrror Lancers does not speak as the Merchanter Advisor to the
Enper or approaches, but waits for Bluoyal's words.

"The heir to the Yuryan Can was nurdered, and | w shed to speak to you of it.
slightly.

"That has been reported, and it is nost unfortunate, but Fuyol of Yuryan has many heirs,
understand." Luss frowns, as if he is uncertain why Bluoyal has requested the neeting.

"Before | consulted with the Hi gh Lector or the Second Magus... | wi shed to advise you."

"OfF what, Bluoyal' ner?" Captain-Comander Luss does not conceal his puzzlenent. "The City
Guards report to the Mjer-Comuander, but unfortunates within the city do die at tines under the
bl ade despite the efforts of the City Guards. Wiy would such a killing be of interest to the
Magi 'i... or ne?"

"Ah... you do not know. " Bluoyal nods happily. "That is best."

Luss waits.

"The heir was killed with a |lancer sabre. A single cut of a |lancer sabre.”

"I wish that | could say that no | ancer would do such to a trader known for his arrogance. O
that such has never happened." Luss offers a shrug and a smle. "Yet those who have their golds
speak for them sonetines find thensel ves w t hout voice."

"As happened with Shevelt," Bluoyal points out. "You know aught of this?"

"No. | wish that | could say that it had not happened. O that all lancers were so effective.
But it did occur. However... this trader was killed on foot and in the dark, as | recall. Those
are not the conditions for which lancers are trained. Also, | recall sonething about a dagger....'
Luss raises his eyebrows.

"There was a dagger. It did not kill him A healer was summoned. There were traces of focused
chaos around the wound, and the killing wound was nade by cupridium Nothing else cuts the way a
| ancer sabre does.”

Luss frowns thoughtfully. "That sounds far nore |ike a renegade nagus who has stolen a bl ade
than any | ancer officer | have known. Far nore. And a lancer fromthe ranks, in the trade quarter?
That woul d be inpossible in Cyad. He woul d have been noticed i nmedi ately."

Bl uoyal bows
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"We also | ooked into this. Soneone stole a Dyjani trade plaque and used it as authorization to
have a Brystan sabre plated and refinished with cupridium..." Bluoyal lets the words drift off.

"You see... it could not have been a | ancer. Lancers are constrained from keepi ng such weapons,
and certainly someone woul d have noted an outland bl ade being reformulated with cupridium Any
| ancer who attenpted such would i mredi ately have been noted."

"As | said... the man was noticed."

"Ch? Perhaps you had best explain how this night inplicate a |ancer.'

"The Brystan sabre was repl at ed-under fal se pretenses."

"You said such." Luss's voice betrays a trace of exasperation

Bl uoyal sniles crookedly. "There is one... difficulty...."

" Oh?"

"The Brystan sabre was not delivered until the day after this Shevelt was mnurdered."

"Way are you telling nme this?" questions Luss. "You claimthe man was killed with chaos added
to a cupridiumblade that did not exist until the day after the nurder. No | ancer was ever seen,
and the weapon was not handled by a lancer. O is that what you wi shed to know?"

Bl uoyal shrugs. "It is helpful. An enunerator ordered the blade to be plated, and reclained it.
Yet no one knows who that enunerator was. Except that he was of average size and wore the garb of
a senior enunerator and had ten golds and a Dyjani trade plaque."”

"Ten gol ds? Soneone coul d have hired a hal fscore bravos for that."

"You see?"

Luss frowns.

"You do see. There are two threads. First, whoever killed this Shevelt did not wish it traced
to him O her. Shevelt was a danger to soneone. O he knew sonething. That by itself is
meani ngl ess. It could have been over a wonan. Or a slight. Anything. But... then we have soneone
who has taken the risk of stealing a trade plague and spending ten golds to make a Brystan sabre
cut like a lancer weapon. Yet no one has been killed in such a way in the eightday foll ow ng. And
the bl ade was not even finished when the killing took place."”

Luss shakes his head.

"One other matter..."

Luss stares hard at the Enperor's Merchanter Advisor

"The journeyman who dealt with the enunerator swears the man knew not hi ng of bl ades. | trust
you under stand what that portends."

"I fear | do. There is nore here, and nore than one man involved."

"Then you would not take it amiss if | discussed this with Lector Kharl?"

"Perhaps we both should," Luss suggests.

"A nost excellent and worthy idea, Captain-Comuander.
shi mering cloth. "Mst excellent."

Luss waits.

' Bluoyal blots his face with a green

LXI11

In the early norning light, Lorn rides easily beside Maran as the two | ancer officers near the
wal | warding the Accursed Forest. Lorn's nmount is a white gelding of noderate size, while Maran
rides a fractious white stallion three hands taller at the shoul der than the gel di ng.

"You're lucky it's clear," Maran observes. "W often have an early norning fog in the winter

especially around the wall. It can make it difficult if the forest tries to use a fallen trunk as
a bridge to escape because no one sees anything until the giant cats are | oose and killing cattle
or peasants or until a stun lizard has killed an entire wagon team"

Lorn nods, listening to the words and renenbering them neither accepting nor rejecting what

the maj er says.

Even froma kay away, the Accursed Forest towers into the sky, a mass of greenery that appears
more |ike a dark, lowlying cloud than vegetation. The crown of the forest canopy rises at |east
two hundred cubits skyward, and the ward-wall itself appears as little nmore than a thin shimering
white line at the base of the trees it confines.

The grass through which the narrow road | eads di es away, and the white paving stones continue
toward the wall through a grayish white dirt that oozes the red chaos of salt-killed soil. The
light breeze intermittently swirls powder-like soil and salt across the road. Lorn can al so sense
resi dual chaos-fromfirel ances, or nagus-bolts, or perhaps fromthe specal firecannon Maran had
menti oned the afternoon before.

"It's anmazing the first tine you see it," Maran observes. "It's hard to believe that anyone
coul d have built sonmething this massive and so | ong. Renenber, the part that's underground is ten
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times as deep as what you see."
As they approach the wall nore closely, Lorn glances upward at the dark-trunked trees that

appear evenly spaced just inside the wall. Each trunk appears to be set no less than thirty cubits
fromthe next and no nore than forty. At the height fromwhich Lorn can see their bases across the
top of the wall, he judges each trunk to be between ten and fifteen cubits in dianeter.

Maran reins up the white stallion a good fifty cubits back fromthe wall, and Lorn follows the

maj er' s | ead.

Then Lorn studies the wall-a barrier not terribly high, perhaps five cubits high, |ow enough
that he can | ook beyond it while nmounted. Each white granite wall stone is an oblong two cubits
| ong, one cubit high, and approximately one thick, fromwhat Lorn can tell. The wall's thickness
is three courses. He | ooks to the southeast, but there the wall seens to end | ess than a kay away,
a spot narked by the fifty-cubit-high granite structure that stands a quarter kay back fromthe
wal | -t he sout hernnbst chaos tower. The tower is w ndowl ess and squat.

He gl ances back to his left, where the wall seens to stretch endlessly to the northwest, a line

of white dwi ndling and then vanishing into the gray-green of the horizon. "It |ooks as though any
one of those trees could fall and crush the wall."
"If it were a normal wall, they might. The bark and the outer |ayer splinter and shatter, but

their heartwood absorbs all the chaos for a long tinme, and that allows all sorts of aninmals to use
the trunk as a bridge." Maran snorts. "Then, to renove it fromthe wall proper takes special
engi neer equi prent, and the engi neers have their hands full. Sometimes, there are seeds that
sprout as well."

"Even in the salted soil ?"

"Even there, and at tinmes the seeds and fragnments get thrown or carried beyond the barrier
strip.”

Lorn glances fromthe wall back along the road. At nost, one of the tallest trees would cover
Il ess than a quarter of the distance to where the grass begins. "How often does that happen?"

"An actual full trunk falling-perhaps ten a season in a bad season, five in a good season. Two
years ago, there were close to three score in the autumm. That was the nost ever."

Lorn frowns. Between twenty and forty tree trunks falling across the wall every year? In a bad
year, that m ght approach one an ei ghtday.

"A giant cat or a stun lizard-they're about as dangerous as a conpany of barbarians."

"How many | ancers do we | ose every year?" asks the captain.

"Some years, perhaps a handful. Two years ago, we |ost al nbst tenscore."” Maran shrugs. "That
was high."” The majer turns his mount right, along the white paving stones of the twenty-cubit-w de

road that parallels the wall, back along the wall toward the chaos tower.

Lorn follows, his eyes and senses still studying the wall

Every two hundred and fifty cubits is a glittering cube of crystal, fromwhich chaos radi ates
above the whitened granite. A stronger, but |ess obvious, line of chaos runs fromward to ward

through the cupridiumcables within the white ceram c casings set under the capstones of the wall,
cables that |ink each cube with the next.

The entire wall glitters with chaos and power, yet it seens al nbst insignificant against the
unseen wal | of dark order that the Accursed Forest represents. Lorn does not quite shudder, but he
wonders how Maran can accept the Forest so casually. H s chaos-order senses range over Maran as
t hey have over the wall, and he has to force hinmself not to stiffen in the white | eather saddle.
Snol deri ng beneath the pl easant exterior and the uniformof a lancer is a nmagus-or a lancer with
the power of a second-|evel adept.

Lorn lets a faint smle cross his lips. Hs eyes |ift and study the road and what |ies ahead-
the white granite structure that is one of the dozen chaos towers to power and reinforce the very
structure of the ward-wall. A |low chaos-reinforced white granite wall-built exactly |ike the ward-
wal | -runs fromthe chaos tower building to the ward-wall proper. Although it rises nearly fifty
cubits above the dead and salted-soil area in which it is located, it too is dwarfed by the bul k
and power of the Accursed Forest to its north.

Just what sort of chaos-power had the ancients used to confine the Accursed Forest? And how had
Cyador been able to nmamintain those wards for so | ong?

Knowi ng that he has nore inmedi ate problens than the source of the wards' power, Lorn glances
fromthe wall to Maran, then back to the ward-wall

LXI'V

The sun has not cleared the crown of the Accursed Forest, effectively the eastern horizon, as
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Lorn's replacenent | ancers nount up around the second waystation on the sout hwestern ward-wall .
The waystation is sinple enough, a single |low structure with stables and barracks for three
squads, three officer's roons, and a ness staffed by the I ocal cadre of five. The walls are the
same white granite as every building associated with the ward-wall, and the roof is of hard green
ceramc tile.

There had been another reason for delaying Lorn's departure, he has di scovered. Had he |eft
Geliendra a day earlier, both his de facto conpany and the Fifth Forest Patrol Conmpany woul d have
been at the same waystation at the same night-a cranped situation. As it was, the two patrol-ing
groups had nerely passed each other the day before.

Lorn rides the gelding out into the center of the courtyard and waits. He is in commuand, for
the trip to Westend, of the equival ent of two squads, each headed by a very fresh junior squad
| eader. Before long the two squad | eaders ride up

"Ser?" asks Kusyl, the older of the two junior squad | eaders. "You want us to start on the
wal | ?"

There are two perineter roads that follow the ward-wall. One is set fifty cubits back fromthe
wal | -the other nore than a kay back fromthe wall, roughly a hundred cubits back fromthe area of
deadened soil. Patrols ride in a line abreast, one squad on strung out fromthe wall road, one in

aline inward fromthe outside perineter road.
"You had the perinmeter yesterday afternoon, right?" replies Lorn. "Yes, ser."

"Then you start on the wall road. I'Il be riding with you." Lorn turns in the saddle. "Fynyx..
you and your squad patrol in fromthe perineter road."
"Yes, ser."

Kusyl has already ridden back toward the |ancers clustered around the stable doors. "Form up
First squad starts on the wall road!" Fynyx follows. "Second squad here! Columm by twos! Now "
Once the squads are forned up, Kusyl reports, "First squad ready, Captain."”

"Second squad, ser," Fynyx reports next.

Lorn nods and uses his heels to nudge the gelding forward and out through the open courtyard
gates. A low ground mst, no nore than a cubit high, covers the grass to the south and west of the
wayst ati on, fading away over the salted ground that borders the ward-wall. "Line abreast!" go out
the orders fromthe squad | eaders. Ri ding side-by-side, Lorn and Kusyl ride toward the Accursed
Forest, turning their nounts onto the wall road. The colum follows, each |ancer turning until al
are in the line abreast. Then, the first squad heads northwest in the shadow cast by the forest
crown that towers over them even though the massive trunks do not rise until they are al nost
seventy cubits back fromthe wall

Mut ed sounds that Lorn cannot nake out exactly drift across the conparatively | ow ward-wall
barely audi bl e above the cl opping of his nount's hoofs on the white granite stone of the road. A
scent that is partly floral, partly something else, swirls past Lorn intermttently. H's nostrils
twitch as he tries to identify the sources... and fails.

"Quiet norning, ser," offers Kusyl. "Is it this quiet in the Gass Hlls?"

"Sonetines, it's nmuch quieter, except for the wind. The wind blows nost of the tine there.”
Lorn stands in the stirrups, trying to readjust to the riding he has not done for nearly half a
season.

"Times... you can hear the big cats scream.. eerie... cones across the wall I|ike an arrow. "

"lI've never heard one," Lorn confesses.

"You'll know," prom ses the squad |eader. "You'll know. No m staking that."

The squad rides parallel to the wall road at a steady wal k, passing ward after ward as the sun
rises until Lorn and the lancers are riding in sunlight instead of shade.

As m d-norning nears, he wants to yawn. After two days of riding the wall, and tine spent in
the evening studying the ward-wall patrol manual that Maran had provided, his eyes tend to blur
whenever he | ooks toward the chaos and whitened granite that prisons the Accursed Forest. Yet..
he will be doing this for years to cone.

Lorn glances at the wall once nore, sensing the cascadi ng webs of chaos that hold back the dark
order back. "Ser!"

Lorn follows the yell and the gesture fromone of the junior lancers. In the mdst of the dead
soil, perhaps a hundred cubits west of the wall road, rising fromthe salt-dead soil is a sprout
of green, a shoot that is nearly three cubits high and beginning to branch out.

Lorn can sense the pul se of dark order within the green, and it al nost seenms as though the
shoot is growing as he studies it. "Lances ready," he orders Kusyl.

"First squad! Formup! Lances ready!"

"Have them attack and di scharge."

"First duad! Advance and di scharge!"
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Lorn watches as the first two |lancers ride toward the green sprout, then rein up ten cubits
short of the growh, train their |lances, and discharge them ol den-white chaos fl oods over the
greenery, but little occurs except a shivering of the growh that is nearly shoul der high on the
| ancers' nounts.

"Second duad!"

As the first pair turns and rides to the rear of the colum, the next two |ancers ride forward
and repeat the effort.

Lorn watches. It takes six |lancers before the growh bl ackens and begins to crunble, and four
nmor e before nothing remnains.

"Ser! There's no sign of anything renmining," calls Kusyl. "Good. Have themreformwhile
ready the nessage to the Engineers."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn turns the gelding toward the wall, reining up perhaps five cubits fromthe shinmering
granite beside one of the chaos-pul sing crystal wards. There, he takes out the grease pencil and
jots down the ward nunber on the blank nessage scroll. "Ward West 163 South, 150 cubits due west

of the wall road. One sprout three cubits high. Destroyed with fire-lances." Then he signs the
m ssive and rolls it, riding back toward the columm that has reforned. He al so nakes a note of the
| ocation on a blank scroll for hinself.

"Ser?" asks the squad | eader

"Kusyl, here's the message to the Mrror Engineers at Wstend. Pick soneone to ride ahead and
deliver it."

"Yes, ser." The squad | eader scans the ranks. "Prytr! Forward!" A small and wiry |ancer ranker
nmoves his nount to the side and rides along the side of the columm, where he reins up. "Yes,
sers?"

Kusyl extends the scroll. "You're acting as nessenger. Take the captain's scroll directly to
the duty desk of the Mrror Engineers at Westend."
"Yes, ser."

As Prytr rides off ahead of the colum, and as the first squad resumes its neasured pace and
study of the wall and the deadl and, Lorn glances back at the residual chaos, slowy |eaching away
fromwhere solid black order and focused white-gold chaos had net. The firelances have destroyed
the sprout, and infused the trunk with enough chaos to destroy the root structure, fromwhat Lorn
can sense. That he will tell no one. And it has taken full charges froma half-score of lances to
destroy one thin green growth.

Under what seens an unseasonably warm w nter sun, his eyes fix on that distant spot where the
white shinmering |ine of ward-wall nerges with the darker bul k of the Accursed Forest and the
hori zon. Ahead of them twenty kays or so, there is another chaos tower, just as the nidpoint
chaos tower lies thirty kays behind them

Yet the chaos towers all over Cyador are weakening. How rmuch longer will these hold, and what
will hold the Accursed Forest back when they fail? Lorn snorts to hinmself. Unless he can determ ne
a way to deal with both the Forest and Maran before Maran deals with himand w thout alerting
anyone else-Lorn will find hinself failing |ong before the towers do.

He keeps riding, his eyes scanning the wall and the dead | and stretching out fromthe white
granite chaos bul warKk.

LXV

The conpound at Westend is a smaller version of that at Geliendra- whitened granite buil dings
within a square granite wall, polished oak tinbered gates that stand open, and a spaci ous
courtyard with snmooth granite paving stones set edge to edge with scarcely space for the thinnest
of knife-bl ades between them

The sun hangs just above the western wall of the conmpound as Lorn | eads his squads of
repl acenent | ancers in through the gates. Even before Lorn can dismount and lead his gelding into
the smaller stables reserved for the officers passing through or posted at Wstend, a figure
hurries across the spotless white paving stones of the courtyard.

"Captain!"

Lorn turns in the saddle to see a man wearing a uniformecut like that of a lancer, but in the
shimering white of a magus, and with a tunic piped with red trim He wears the triple-linked and
|'i ghtni ng-crossed bars of a majer on his collar.

"Yes, ser?"

"CGebynet, Majer, Mrror Engineers. | assume you' re Captain Lorn- the one who sent the nessage
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earlier today?" asks the Engineer mgjer.

"Yes, ser." Lorn dismunts and waits for the other to continue.

Cebynet sniles. "There's no problem | wanted to thank you for your diligence and your accurate
report. | also wanted to catch you. After you get your |ancers settled, if you'd join ne in the
officer's dining hall... there are sone things we should go over."

"I hope | didn't do something wong." Lorn lets a worried frown creep across his face.

"No. The report was by the manual. But... if you encountered that, you may see worse on the
trip to Jakaafra.... These things cone in spurts, and 1'd like to fill you in... just in case."

Lorn returns the snile. "I can use all the know edge you'd like to share."

"I"ll see you in a bit, then." Gebynet, a half head shorter than Lorn, turns and bustles across
the courtyard

As the sun drops bel ow t he conmpound walls, and shadows cover the white granite paving stones,
Lorn wal ks the gelding into the stables, glancing around, |ooking for a hint of where to stable
t he gel di ng.

"Captain... |I'Il take your nount, if you would." A youth energes froma stall, setting a
pitchfork against the stall wall.

"Thank you." Lorn hands the reins to the stabl eboy, then unfastens the two green bags from
behi nd his saddl e.

"He'll be in the second stall here.”

Lorn funbles for a copper.

"Ch, no, ser. W're paid by the Mrror Engi neers."

"Well... thank you."

"You're wel cone, ser." The dark-haired youth sniles as he | eads the gelding toward the stall

Lorn purses his lips, then Iifts his gear and heads out of the stable.

There are two officers' roons enpty, each with little nmore than a bunk, a table with a | anp,
and wal |l pegs on which to hang uniforns and gear. Lorn chooses the second, seemingly slightly
| arger, and slides the bags under the narrow bunk. Then he cl oses the door, hoping that his gear-
and the sabre wapped within it-will be safe for a tine. It should be, but he wonders. He'd once
studi ed wards, years back, and read about the use of chaos-forned order to create a |ight-shield.

Maybe he should try that-but not at the noment, he decides, as he heads toward the officers
di ni ng room

CGebynet stands by a table for four with another Mrror Engineer, apparently waiting for the
M rror Lancer captain

Lorn crosses the roomthat holds four tables, all vacant except for the one, and bows to the
two engi neers.

"dad you could join us, Captain... Lorn, is it?" ventures the ngjer

"Lorn. | appreciate your taking the time to fill nme in."

Gebynet inclines his head to the other engineer. "This is Captain Sherpyt. He's in charge of
the Second Heavy Engi neers here at Westend." The senior engi neer gestures around the small dining
area. "Both Lancer patrol conpanies are out at the waystations tonight." Then he snorts. "Of
course, each one's out seven out of eight nights. Mich rather be an Engi neer, thank you."

The three seat thenselves, Lorn with Gebynet on his left, Sherpyt on his right.

On the bare wood of the table are four bow s, four |arge spoons, four heavy glass goblets, and
a single bottle of wine-Byrdyn, Lorn suspects fromthe color and the aroma he can snell as Gebynet
fills the three heavy gl ass gobl ets.

"The food isn't rmuch,"” declares the majer. "W all eat the sane, but the nen's dining area is
much noisier, and the service is better here."

"Not much," suggests Sherpyt. "That's why you always bring the w ne."

"Of course." Gebynet snmiles. "Wiile we're waiting, I'll start." The najer takes a sip of his
Byrdyn. "How tall was the shoot you fired?"

"Three cubits, maybe a shade nore."

"Now... the Fifth Forest Conpany passed that area no nore than two days before, and they saw
not hi ng, " Gebynet points out, |ooking at Lorn

"I don't know anything that will grow a cubit and a half a day," Lorn concedes.

"It could be a root, or a seedling that was |aunched fromthe Forest."

"If it's a root, you'll hear lots of heavy equipnment nmoving in the norning," adds Sher pyt
nmorosely. "We'll be working there for a good ei ght-day."

Lorn does not speculate or reveal his sense that no root fromthe Accursed Forest had been
involved. "I hope it wasn't a root."

"I't could have been worse. If you hadn't been there, that shoot would have turned into a tree
eight to ten cubits tall by the next patrol."
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Lorn fingers his chin. "I don't think all my firelances could have burned sonething that |arge
down. "

"That's where Sherpyt and his heavy equi pnent conme in," suggests Gebynet. "But nbst don't grow
quite that fast." He pauses. "You're sure it was that tall?"

"At least. It was shoul der high on the nmounts."

The Engi neer majer shakes his head, then takes another swallow of the Byrdyn. "It coul d be that
we' | | have another breakout period. That's when you get shoots, roots, and trunks falling across
the wall everywhere. Stun lizards crawing into the nearby villages. Cattle killed by the big
cats... all sorts of anusing things."

"How do you even find the cats?"

"We don't find themall. That's why stun |lizards and crocodators show up in the Great Canal or
in the rivers. That's why there are giant cats throughout this part of Cyador... but the offspring
of those that survive are smaller than those that first escape." Gebynet's lips twist into a
crooked smile. "The animals aren't the problem the trees and the vines and bushes are."

"Speak for yourself, nmjer," suggests Sherpyt.

"Ah... well, it shouldn't affect you, Captain Lorn, but the cats and stun |lizards seemto seek
out peopl e who handl e chaos-mages especially, and then engi neers |ike Sherpyt who handl e chaos-
power ed equi pnent."

"Have any attacked you?"

Sherpyt pulls back his sleeve. A long red gash runs up his forearm disappearing under the
white shimercloth. "There's another on ny leg. Two different attacks.”

"That's anot her reason why all the Engineers on duty beyond the conmpound carry the short
firelances in sheaths," Gebynet explains.

A server in solid green appears with a casserol e dish, and a basket of bread, then vani shes
wi t hout speaki ng.

"Best we eat while it's hot." Gebynet serves hinself two ladlefuls of the mutton stew,
consi sting nostly of nmutton chunks, carrots, and sone other root vegetable that Lorn does not
recogni ze by sight. CGebynet passes the casserole to Lorn, and breaks off a chunk of the rye bread.
"Eat hearty."

The primary taste of the stewis salt. The carrots are orange nush, while the roots have been
cooked until they are soft masses held together with stringy fibers. Lorn alternates stew, bread,
and very small sips of the Byrdyn.

"Exactly what do engi neers do here?" asks Lorn after several nouthfuls. "Besides destroying
grow h that escapes fromthe Forest. Or is that all?"

"We're the ones who repair the wall if it gets breached. That doesn't happen often," the majer
explains. "W also repair anything else that needs it."

"How of ten?" Lorn persists.

Gebynet frowns, then wrinkles his forehead. "Only about once or twice a year, and those aren't
bi g breaches-usually only a course or two of stone-and replacing the cables. That's the harder
part because you have to break the connections on two of the wards, and that usually neans
repl aci ng those as well."

Lorn lifts his eyebrows, hoping that the Engineer majer will add nore.

"Repeat ed chaos fl ows nmake anything brittle. The wards have chaos flowi ng through themall the
time. They're solid when they're in place, but if anything breaks through the chaos net-or noves
them nost of them shatter.”

Lorn takes nore of the stew, and nore bread, and enough of a sip of the wine to provide a hint
of seasoni ng, pondering what the two engi neers have conveyed. "You're nore |like Magi'i than
Lancers...."

"Alnost all of the officers are about the same as third or fourth | evel nage adepts," concurs
Gebynet. "At some point, it was suggested to each of us that our talents mght be better used in
t he Engi neers."

"We're Magi'i with tools, Lorn," adds Sherpyt. "Wth tools and with far | ess status and power."

Lorn frowns.

"Have you ever seen a Mrror Engineer in Cyad?"

The Lancer officer shakes his head.

"You never will." Sherpyt delivers his words in a matter-of-fact tone that offers nore caution
than woul d any anmount of bitterness or enmption. "Wen they need us to work on a fireship, it goes
to the yard at Fyrad. The Magi'i handl e chaos repairs in Cyad."

Lorn nods.

"Qur talents are necessary, and best kept where they can be enployed nost fully," Sherpyt adds.

"Just like those |lancer officers who are unwi se enough to reveal that they can handl e chaos,"
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Gebynet adds snmoothly. "But enough of details. | trust you understand why we wanted to let you
know why we appreciated your tinmely report on that shoot, and why such reports save us in the
Engi neers fromeven greater... difficulties.”

"I had not realized the speed with which the Accursed Forest grew." Lorn takes a |ast nouthfu
of the stew, knowi ng he can stonmach no nore

"Until they have seen it with their own eyes, nost do not," answers Gebynet.

"It can be frightening," agrees Sherpyt, pushing his bow away, and taking a slow sip of the
Byr dyn.

Lorn finds hinmself yawning.

"You have had a | ong patrol already, with another three days to go.
an enpty glass. "Do not |et us keep you."

Lorn rises. "I must thank you both for the wine, the hospitality, and for enlightening nme about
ny duties and the dangers that accompany them"

"Qur pleasure. Qur pleasure." Gebynet's voice is warm and his eyes and nouth both snile

The Engi neer majer lifts

"Anything we can do... please let us know"

"I will." Lorn bows slightly, before he steps back toward his tenmporary room "I certainly
will."
LXVI

The al npbst-setting sun falls on Lorn's | eft shoulder as he rides northeast along the outer
perinmeter road toward the white walls a kay ahead-walls that mark the Mrror Lancer conpound at
Jakaafra. The sky above the compound is already darkening with clouds sweeping in fromthe east. A
chill wind blows into the Lancer captain's face, a wind bringing a raw danpness that foreshadows
rain-or sleet. Behind Lorn rides a half-squad of |ancers, just gathered in fromtheir |ine abreast
formati on, the senior ranker riding beside him

Despite the warnings fromthe two engineers three days earlier in Wstend, neither Lorn nor any
| ancers in the squad have seen any other sign of the Accursed Forest attenpting to escape the
confines of the ward-wall.

Lorn's eyes flick to his right, toward the ward-wall itself where Kusyl rides with the other
hal f of the replacenent squad, then back to the conmpound ahead, and the white granite bul k of the
chaos tower adjoining the compound and | oom ng over it.

"Not too far to go," Lorn offers, his words barely | ouder than the sound of hoofs on the
granite stones of the perineter road.

"No, ser. Should get there before the rain," replies Ubylt, the ranking lancer in the squad.

A hundred cubits ahead, to Lorn's left, splitting off at an angle fromthe outer perineter road
runs another road, to the northwest.

"That goes where? Do you know, Ubylt?"

"To the town of Jakaafra, ser. Fol ks use the outer road to get to the towns around Westend. Be
faster that way."

Lorn nods to hinself.

Hoof s clop on the hard granite of the road as Lorn and the half score of lancers with himride
toward the conmpound, an oblong of light conpared to the towering darkness of the Accursed Forest
just to the south.

Kusyl brings his half of the replacenent squad toward the conpound on the western kay-I|ong
connecting road that parallels the wall running fromthe ward-wall proper to the white-granite
bul k of the structure housing the chaos-tower. The stone glows faintly with the suffused energy of
chaos in the growi ng darkness of late twilight, a glowinvisible to those without Magi'i-Ilike
tal ents.

"Didn't see anything, ser, not on this last leg,’

"We didn't either, and I"'mgrateful for that."

Lorn and Kusyl |ead the reconbined squad through the open gates. The conpound at Jakaafra could
al nrost be a duplicate of the one at West-end, except that the gates are in the mddle of the
southern wall, rather than in the niddle of the eastern wall

Two | ancers are lighting the |lanmps on the wall behind the gates, and | anps have al ready been
lit on several of the | ow stone structures deeper within the outpost.

"Stabl es that way, ser," suggests Kusyl, gesturing ahead and to his left.

"Thank you." Lorn urges the gelding |eftward.

A heavy-set and jow ed | ancer waits by the stables, his round face inpassive in the |Iight of
the lanp in the holder to the left of the door, his eyes cold as he surveys the approaching

t he squad | eader reports to Lorn
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colum. He steps forward as he catches sight of Lorn. "You' re the new captain, ser? For Second
Company. "

"l am Captain Lorn, squad | eader."

"Adisenn, ser." Aisenn's nouth sniles; his eyes do not. "Senior squad | eader."

"Pl eased to see you, disenn." Lorn swings out of his saddle and gestures to Kusyl. "Squad
| eader Kusyl. | believe he'll be |eading the second squad."

Kusyl di snounts quickly.

"Good to nmeet you, Kusyl." disenn nods to the junior squad | eader before turning back to Lorn
"You have the second roomin the officers' section, ser. I'll be taking Kusyl to show himthe
quarters, if that be to your agreenent."

"Once the nounts are set, that would be fine." Lorn nods to both squad | eaders.

Bot h bow before they turn away.

As in Westend, a stabl eboy scurries up to take Lorn's gelding, and he has to rem nd hinself to
recover his gear.

Lorn wal ks fromthe stables, carrying his gear, and starts toward the end of the barracks
buil di ng that should hold the officers' quarters. As he nears the | anp-fl anked door on the south
end, another | ancer captain energes and struts toward Lorn.

The oncoming officer is dark-haired, slightly taller than Lorn, but slender, with a thin
must ache, and bl ack eyes. His uniformis tailored to show a narrow wai st, and the customwhite
boots shimer, reflecting the courtyard | anps. He stops a good five cubits fromLorn. "You must be

the new Second Conpany officer, | take it."

"That's right. 1'"mLorn."

"Meisyl. I"'mthe one you're relieving. You picked a good tine to arrive. W just finished
patrol." ..? "So we'll have tonorrow standi ng down."

"Exactly."

Bel atedly, Lorn lifts the hand with the seal ring, and starts to reach for his orders.

"We can handle that in the nmorning." Meisyl |laughs, a | anguorous sound, as if he finds the
exchange both anusing and boring sinultaneously. "I'Il take you through the records and all the
reports that Commander Meylyd so enjoys."

"When you think it best," Lorn denurs.

"Tormorrow is early enough. | won't be leaving until tonorrow afternoon anyway."

"How wi | | you get back to Geliendra?" Lorn asks. "You aren't riding back by yourself? O taking
a detachment of lancers for rotation?"

"Ch, no. The rotated |ancers won't |eave for an eightday. I'lIl catch a ride on the Engineer's
smal | firewagon on its next run for replacenent wards or whatever." Misyl shrugs al nost
delicately. "It only takes two days to get to Geliendra fromhere that way."

"You have the second room It's the sane as the first, and when | | eave you can take your

choice. The third is smaller, and that belongs to Undercaptain Juist. He heads the First Conpany;
they do the donestic patrol. He's been an undercaptain for a long while, but he was pronoted from
seni or squad | eader when they did such.” Misyl disnisses Juist's pronotion with a graceful wave
of his long-fingered | eft hand.

Lorn nods.

"I"ll see you in the officer's dining roomjust the two of us tonight- after you're settl ed.
Aisenn will take care of the inconming men."

"We've discussed that," Lorn says. "He was waiting for Kusyl and ne."

"Very conscientious, Aisenn is,"” Misyl replies. "Mst know edgeabl e about many natters as
well." Wth another smle he turns.

Lorn picks up the green bags and begins to cross the courtyard, followi ng Meisyl's steps. The
wi nd has continued to rise, and the faint splatt of rain on stone begins to fill the courtyard.

The second roomin the officers' section is nore spacious than that in Westend, and it even has
a wardrobe and a narrow desk with a separate lanp in a bracket over the table desk.

After closing the white oak door behind him Lorn unpacks his uniforns, hanging the tunics in
the space in the wardrobe and the waterproof and winter jacket on the wall pegs. The screeing
gl ass goes under his snallclothes in the wardrobe, but he | eaves the Brystan sabre in one of the
two green bags that he folds and slips into the shelf under the single bunk. Then he goes to find
t he wash chanber where he shaves and cleans up before repairing to the small officer's dining
room

Mei syl is waiting, but does not stand as Lorn approaches, nerely gesturing for himto seat
hinsel f. Meisyl has a bottle of wine before him and there are two of the heavy goblets on the
ti me-darkened but bare and snoot hly polished white oak of the table.

"That's one thing, Lorn. You have to nake arrangenents for your own ale or wine. |'d suggest
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the chandler in Jakaafra. His name is Duluk. Very fastidious about his w nes. Sometines he can
even get Al afraan.”
"All the way from Escadr?" Lorn lifts his eyebrows.

Mei syl laughs. "I'Il win a gold fromJuist on that."

"The Al afraan's better than Fhynyco. At least, | think so."

"Depends on whether you |ike body or bouquet better." Again, Meisyl's tone is al nost bored.
"The Al afraan goes better with nmeat. | l|ike the Fhynyco better with fow. Only desperate nen drink
Byrdyn." He fills the two goblets three-quarters full and nods to Lorn.

"Thank you." Taking the nearest goblet, Lorn reflects that, while he enjoyed Zandrey's Al afraan
whil e he was stationed at Isahl, he has never been desperate for any kind of wi ne. "Desperate nen
do have strange tastes."

A server in green appears with platters and cutlery which he sets on the side of the table,
qui ckly leaving and then reappearing with a larger serving platter and two baskets. "Sers?"

"Just put it down," Meisyl orders off-handedly.

"Thank you." Lorn nods to the server, who bows and retreats.

Dinner is a platter with sliced nutton covered with a brown sauce and boil ed potatoes in one of
t he baskets. The second basket hol ds bread- cool

"The ot her conpany here? Juist's?" asks Lorn. "They patrol the northeast perineter?"

"Not except for the eightdays when Second Company's on furlough." Meisyl shakes his head.
"They' re the peacenaki ng conpany for the villages on the north side of the Accursed Forest. Juist
acts as a justicer about half the tinme. They al so chase bandits... when there are any."

"Peacemaki ng?" Lorn raises his eyebrows.

"Once you get north of the Forest, there aren't that many towns between here and the Westhorns
or the Hlls of Endless Gass. It's alnpst |ike a province. So soneone has to act as the Enperor's
Presence. Juist is good at it; he understands those people." Misyl offers a condescending sniff
before he takes a small swallow of the purplish Al afraan

"So there's no Engi neer detachment here? Just the two Lancer conpani es?"

"This is the only perinmeter base that has no Engineers. They send a detachnment here every third
day to check the tower. 1'll ride back on their firewagon."

Lorn wonders. |s he stationed at Jakaafra for just that reason? That it is the only base
wi t hout the engineers who are effectively |owlevel adept mages? Wio el se |like himelse has been
stationed at Jakaafra? How woul d he find out?

"How many engi neers do they send up here?"

"Three or four, usually. Mstly officers.” Misyl breaks off a chunk of bread and dips it in
the brown sauce. "You'll get to knowthemall... such as they are."

"Has there been nmuch trouble with the Accursed Forest |ately?" Lorn takes a bite of the dry
mutton, glad for the sauce.

"Not for a season. Ch, you al ways have shoots and seedlings popping up somewhere, but that's to
be expected. W haven't seen a linb bridge in..." Misyl frowns. "...since late sunmer. There are
always a few trunks falling over a season, but it's been a while lately. So you won't have nany
| ancers left who are prepared for nore than the occasional order-assault."”

"I suppose the records tell how long.... Were are the records on the Second Conpany?" asks
Lorn guil el essly.

"You have a study. O you will tonorrow It's the building across fromthe north end of the
barracks. disenn keeps the records on the nen, and they're in a chest in the outer study when
he's not working on them" Meisyl |ooks at the already hal f-enpty bottle of Alafraan. "It will be
pl easant to return sonewhere that one can get a decent w ne besides Al afraan.”

"Where will you be goi ng?"

"The port detachment at Summrerdock. My consort-to-be will be joining nme there, as ny consort,
then, of course.”

"You must be nearing sub-mjer.”

"Anere fornmality." Meisyl refills his goblet and gl ances at Lorn

"No, thank you." Lorn snmiles, know ng he nust be scrupulously polite all the while Mi syl
renmains. "Tell me about how you cane to Jakaafra, if you would."

"There's little enough to say. | grew up in Fyrad, and went to the Lancer Acadeny, as had ny
sire, and his sire...."

Lorn sniles and nods, taking another sip of Al afraan, one so small that the wi ne never really
passes his |ips.

LXVI |
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Mei syl and Lorn stand in the rear study by the desk table. Qutside the single wi ndow the norning
is gray, and fat drops of rain splat against the ancient glass panes. Misyl reads the single
sheet of paper drafted by Aisenn, then sniles, and affixes his signature before handing it to
Lorn, who reads it hinself.

...certifies that Meisyl, Lancer captain comandi ng the Second Forest Patrol Conpany, hereby
relinqui shes that command to Lorn, Lancer captain, and that upon signature this fourday of the
ninth ei ghtday of winter, in the year one hundred ni nety-seven of the founding of Cyad, Captain
Lorn assumes command of the Second Company, with all duties and privil eges associated thereto....

Lorn signs the bottom of the docunent, below Mesyl, with scripted characters far |ess
fl amboyant than those of the dark-haired captain who is departing.

"You have it all, Lorn, and I wish you well." Meisyl's snmile is clearly one of relief. He
funbl es two bronze keys fromhis belt wallet and extends themto Lorn. "The first key here is the
key to the records’ chests. The second one is to the door | ocks for the officer's roons. If you

have any questions, | won't be leaving until late this afternoon or tonorrow, depending on the
engi neers. "

"Thank you. 1'Il find you, if | do."

After Meisyl departs, Lorn |ooks over his study closely, for it is the first individual study
he has had in his duties with the Mrror Lancers. The roomis small, seven cubits by seven, with
only a narrow tabl e-desk set against the wall, and a single chair pulled up to he desk, and a
wi ndow with a chest-high sill behind the chair. The sole lanp is fixed in a bronze bracket on the

wal | over the desk. Set on the granite floor tiles, just in front of the desk, there is a foot
chest, two cubits broad, one cubit high and one deep. A single arnless chair conpletes the study's
furnishings. Wth the exception of the lanp, every itemin the roomis forned of white oak, and
all hold the gold of age.

Lorn nods and then steps out through the open door into the outer study where Aisenn is seated
at a larger table, an open foot chest on the floor to his right.

"Yes, ser?"

"Captain Meisyl nmentioned that you naintain two sets of records, OQisenn...."

Aisenn sniles. "Just one, ser. There are two sets of records.” He points to the foot trunk
besi de his work table. "The ones | keep are the individual personnel records. There is one sheet
on each lancer... the lancer's nane and rank, a sinple physical description, place and date of
birth, his closest famly, when the |lancer joined, his termof service, and past duty stations,
and expected date of rotation. The reverse side is used for remarks, either for commendations or
disciplinary actions." disenn lifts his anple shoulders. "Now... | have to nake a sheet on each
new | ancer."

"The ones who arrived yesterday?"

"Yes, ser. I'll start each sheet, and Kusyl will be here shortly to finish them They all go
here in this chest.” H's hand drops to indicate the foot chest to his right.

"And the other set?"

"Those are the patrol records in the chest in your study, ser. Those are the only records we
keep. The bronze key Captain Meisyl gave you... it opens the | ock on either chest."

"He nentioned that." Lorn nods. "Later today, or perhaps after the first patrol, I'd like to
read t hrough your records.”

"Whenever you wish, ser. It would be better after we update the records.”

"Il try not to inpede your work." Lorn turns and re-enters the snmaller rear study. He cl oses
the door, and then lifts the records' chest onto his desk. The key slides snoothly into the | ock
and turns easily.

As disenn has said, the trunk holds the patrol records, a report on each patrol, witten and
signed by the company's captain. Leafing through the nost recent of these, Lorn notes that nost of
the tinme a nunber of patrols have been reported on a single sheet, with little nore than the
notation "Patrol on schedule. No Forest activity," followed by "Misyl, Captain, Second Forest
Pat rol Conpany."

O hers have nore description:

...ward cube crushed by linb, north 45 east. Killed small stun lizard, seared seedlings, found
gi ant cat tracks, but no cat. Sent nmessenger to First Engi neer Conpany at Eastend. Held station on
fallen linb until Engineers arrived. No casualties..

...two ward cubes destroyed by double linb, north 323 and 324 east. One giant cat attacked second
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squad. Cat killed. Two other cats fled as Second Conpany arrived. Stun lizard tracks noted. Sent
messenger to First Engi neer Conpany Eastend. Held station until Engineers arrived. Casualties: 2.
Kyscyt killed by cat at ward-wall. Onynt slashed, will probably lose right arm..

Lorn |l eafs through the reports nore quickly, nore trying to get a feel for the pattern of what
has happened with the Accursed Forest than deeply analyzing the reports. Roughly three years
earlier, patrol reports for nearly three ei ghtdays have been signed by AQisenn, as senior squad
| eader. Lorn picks up the report just before the first one signed by Aisenn, but, |ike so nmany of
the others, it nmerely states, "Patrol on schedule.” It is signed, "Dynytri, Captain, Second Forest
Pat rol Conpany."

After studying Dynytri's last report, Lorn flips through the papers nore rapidly until he
reaches Dynytri's first report-only three seasons before his last. Then he | ooks at the reports
before that-four eightdays' worth, all signed by a senior squad | eader named Fyondr. The previous
head of Second conpany had been Undercaptain Zylynt, who had been in command only a few ei ghtdays
more than a year. Zylynt's demi se, unlike Dynytri's, is listed in the first report signed by
Fyondr: "...Casualties: 2. Undercaptain Zylynt, killed by giant stun lizard when firelance fail ed.
Lancer Hyun, killed by lizard while supporting Undercaptain..."”

Abruptly, Lorn cones to the end of the Patrol reports. After a nonment, he nods and replaces the
files in the snmall foot trunk and closes it. "Aisenn?"

After a nonment, the heavy squad | eader opens the door and lunbers into the rear study. "Yes,
ser?" He bows slightly follow ng his words.

"The Patrol reports only go back about five years,"” Lorn observes.

"Yes, ser. We just keep five years here, sonetines al nost six, but since you were schedul ed in,
Captain Meisyl sent off the ol der ones |ast eight-day. They're all in Majer Maran's files in
Geliendra." disenn nods. "It keeps matters easier here."

"I can see that." Lorn sniles. "Thank you,"

"That's not a problem ser. It's what |I'mhere for." Aisenn nods and waits for a nonent before
asking, "lIs there anything el se, ser?"

"No, thank you." Lorn stands. "I'mgoing to inspect the conpound, Oisenn. I'll be gone for a
while."

Aisenn's eyes |ift to take in Lorn. "Wuld you prefer ne to acconpany you?"

"I don't think that's necessary. If | have questions, I'll ask you when | get back. You and

Kusyl have nore than a few records to update with all the replacenent |ancers that arrived."

"That is true, ser." The senior squad | eader turns and wal ks back out through the door, closing
it behind him

Lorn replaces the Patrol reports in the foot chest and locks it, replacing it on the floor
where it had been, then opens his door and steps out into the outer study.

"Ser!" says Kusyl, who has apparently just arrived. "Just keep on with getting the personne

records in order, Kusyl, disenn. I'mgoing to get nore famliar with everything in the conpound."”
Lorn nods and steps past the junior squad | eader out into the short corridor that |eads out to the
courtyard

The rain that had been falling earlier in the norning has given way to a fine and cold drizzle.
Lorn readjusts the sumer garrison.cap and steps out into the courtyard, heading toward the
st abl es.

The ni st-shrouded courtyard remains enpty as Lorn crosses the danp stones to the stables, where
he eases through the barely open sliding door into the warmer and drier air of the stable. He
bl ots his forehead and gl ances around, then begins to wal k farther back into the stable. The main
corridors are swept clean, and each stall contains fresh straw. He gl ances upward, but he sees no
cobwebs, or any piles of dirt in the corners.

"Ser? |Is sonething wong?" The thin-faced bl ond-haired stabl eboy appears, a worn broomin his
right hand.

"Not a thing." Lorn glances toward the stall where the gelding is. "Since |'mnew here, |'m
just trying to learn about things. Wat's your nane?"

"Suforis, ser."

"I'm Captain Lorn, Suforis. How | ong have you been here?"

"I only started here when Captain Dynytri was in charge... winter turn when | was twelve. Say
the captain afore himwas nice, too, but I didn't know him"

"Do you like it here?"

"Yes, ser. So long as | keep the stable clean and the officers' nmounts and the spares grooned,
and all of themfed, Cebyl doesn't look nmy way, and that's fine by me. Lesyna-she's agreed to be
my consort next winter turn, and C ebyl says | can be the assistant conpound keeper if | keep
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wor ki ng good. Haven't had an assistant here in two years. Assistants get the second quarters with
the kitchen." Suforis snmiles brightly.

"How nmany stalls do you have?"

"Stabl e has two score and twel ve-enough for two conpanies and a half score spares. Not that
many, though, 'cause Undercaptain Juist only has a score and a half for the donestic patrol. Says
he doesn't need that nmany, really, but |I'mnot supposed to know such."

"He must not have nuch trouble."

"Al nost never. Towns north of here real peaceable, ser. Good reason to live here. They say sone
of the rankers settle down here when they get through."

"How are the nounts?" Lorn gestures toward the gel ding.

"Yours be a good'un, ser. Mdst are. Have to rotate the nmount the big squad | eader rides, even

if he gets the biggest...." Suforis shakes his head. "Qther'n that, n' gettin' the farrier up here
fromJakaafra regular like... well... take care of the mounts, and they take care of you. Get to
ride the spares... make sure that they get exercise... it be a good life...."

"Good." Lorn smiles. "Anything | should know?"

"Well... ser... not that I'd be knowing, but |I heard tell that if'n you run into a stun lizard
best you stay |leastwise fifteen cubits back. Cats don't matter nuch... have to get claws into you
and if'n they do..." Suforis shrugs.

"I appreciate the advice, Suforis. If there's any way | can help out... let ne know "

"Thank you, ser." The young man bobs his head.

"Thank you." Lorn turns and slips back out into the courtyard and the drizzle. Looking up into
the cl ouds, he nods abruptly and heads back to his quarters.

Once he crosses the courtyard and enters his quarters, Lorn | ocks the door, then opens the
war dr obe and extracts the screeing glass Jerial had stolen fromtheir father's study and given to
him Carefully, he sets it on the desk and studies it. Can he do what he knows can be done? Wat
his father and the Senior Lectors can?

Finally, he pulls up the chair, seats hinself, and concentrates on the circular mrror. H's
thoughts go to the enigmatic Aisenn. Lorn doesn't want to try Maran unl ess he becomes proficient.

The glass fills with a grayish mst, which silvers into a blank and bright surface reflecting
nothing. Finally, a small image swins into viewtwo squad | eaders at a table.

Lorn swal | ows, surprised, and | oses his concentration. A blank glass reflects his own
perspiring face back at him A single drop of sweat falls on the gl ass.

He can do it!

He |l eans back in the chair and takes a deep breath. How can he devel op and use the skill...
wi t hout revealing that he possesses it, for revealing it will certainly create greater incentives
for the senior Magi'i and Mrror Lancer officers to ensure his death-and the Second Conpany
records illustrate a high nortality for conpany officers-a nortality higher than for the average
I ancer, and far higher than it would be reasonable to expect.

LXVI | |

In the grayness of dawn in late winter, Lorn |eads his white gelding fromthe stable in the first
wayst ati on on the northwest side of the Accursed Forest-exactly thirty-three kays sout heast of the
compound at Jakaafra.

Aisenn is waiting, standing by the oversized nount that will bear him

"It looks like another cool nmorning, disenn,” Lorn offers.

"Yes, ser. It won't be long before the Forest truly stirs."

"I wouldn't be surprised." Lorn waits for whatever the senior squad | eader has in mnd.

"You intend to keep riding with the second squad and Kusyl, ser?" asks disenn

"It seens like a good idea for now," Lorn temporizes. "You have the experience to conmmand the
first squad, indeed all of Second Conpany, should anything happen to nme. Kusyl does not."

"But | cannot offer easily any insights."”

"That is true, but perhaps you can continue to share themin the evenings at the waystations.
In that fashion, all can benefit." Lorn snmiles easily.

"I will as | can, Captain."

"I"'msure you will, disenn, and we all appreciate your know edge and experience." Wth another
smle, Lorn nounts and then guides the gelding to his right, to where Kusyl has begin to formup
the second squad.

" Ser ?"

"I'"l'l be riding with second squad today, possibly for the entire patrol." Lorn shrugs. "We'|
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have to see how things go."

Kusyl nods.

Once both squads are formed up and nounted, waiting in waystation courtyard under the heavy but
form ess gray clouds, Lorn gestures for Kusyl and Aisenn to bring their nmounts nearer. He waits
until they have reined up before he speaks. "This norning, second squad will ride the wall
position; first squad will do the perineter."

"Yes, ser."

"Yes, ser."

"Let's go."

The sound of hoofs on stone echoes for a brief tinme as Second Conpany rides through the gates
and toward the ward-wall, each squad deploying into the spread |ine-abreast fornation used for

surveill ance of the border of the Accursed Forest.

Lorn rides about twenty cubits to the right of Kusyl, closer than the norrmal spread of fifty.
Despite the lingering danpness, the ward-wall is dry and sparkles in the indirect light filtering
through the | owlying clouds.

The sun continues to struggle to burn through the mist left fromthe rain of the night before,
but without conplete success, so that the second squad rides along the ward-wall under a sky that
shifts fromdark to bright gray, then alnost brilliant white, before it turns darker once nore

One stretch of wall |ooks precisely like another, white-gray bl ocks evenly matched, topped wth
crystal wards that flicker chaos. The wall stretches southeast, seemingly an endless line to the
hori zon.

Z77Zzzzzzpt! Lorn frowns as he turns toward the sound above the wall. At a second | oud zapping
sound, he glances toward Kusyl. "Kusyl ?"

Noting Lorn's expression, Kusyl calls back an answer. "One of the big flowerflies, ser, the
bl oodsucki ng ones. Sone reason, they can't cross the wall. Heard an engi neer explain it once,

sonet hi ng about the bl oodsuckers conming with the firstborn, and that there aren't any in the
Forest."

"I"'mnot sure how that nakes sense,” Lorn says slowy, his eyes still on the wall al ong which
the gelding carries him "The chaos barrier is there to keep the Forest in. So why would it choose
an insect that's not part of the Forest?" Wy would and how could the chaos barrier choose
anyt hi ng? He frowns. Does the Forest choose to destroy foreign insects? Wiy? O would it destroy
any foreign body that crosses the ward-wall?

Kusyl shrugs with both hands. "That, 1'd not be know ng, ser.”

The two continue to patrol, silently, since the distance between them nakes conversation
unconfort abl e.

The second squad patrols another kay of wall and deadl and, then anot her

"Ser!... Ser... Ser!" The yell comes fromnear the end of the line, a good six hundred cubits
to the northeast, relayed by nearer | ancers.

"Line halt!" Kusyl orders

As the lancers rein up to a halt, Lorn guides his nount away fromthe wall to the |ancer with
the raised firelance. "Yes, |ancer?"

The |l ancer points to the ground. On the deadl and soil is a single bone, and a line of giant cat
tracks. The bone-looking like it might have come froma sheep or goat-has been there for a tine.
There are no other signs of the giant cat's prey, and the tracks are indistinct, blurred by the
light rain of the night before.

"Just keep an eye out. It looks like that happened yesterday

"Yes, ser."

Lorn turns his nmount back toward the ward-wall, gesturing for Kusyl to give the order for the
patrol to resune.

The norning warns until the air is alnost unconfortably danp, and sweat collects under the edge
of Lorn's white garrison cap

The cl op-clop-clop of hoofs offers a regular, alnbst soothing rhythmas the second squad
continues in a spread formation that stretches fromthe road wall in a double |ine abreast, each
rider a good fifty cubits fromthe next.

Lorn suppresses a yawn. He can understand why officers can get killed on Forest patrol duty,
lulled into boredom by the endl ess saneness and suddenly confronted with the danger of a great cat
or a giant stun lizard.

He has individual bits of information that should allow himto forma better inage of the
situation he faces. He just needs to look at themdifferently, but it is difficult to think after
a day of painstaking and m nd-nunbing patrol, |ooking for any trace of the Forest's breakout.

Suddenly, he straightens, fully erect in the saddle. That, too, is another bit of information
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He thinks about what the Engi neer Cebynet had said, sonething about patterns... of inmmense
breakouts followi ng a shoot as vigorous as the one he and his squad had destroyed on the sout hwest
side of the Accursed Forest.

Patterns? Wiat are the patterns? He shakes his head. The other question is who knows what the
patterns are? Who has all the Patrol records?

Lorn nods grimy

LXI X

To Lorn's right, a good dozen kays northeast, high and white puffy clouds scud along, swiftly, in
the direction of the Westhorns. Between the clouds, sunlight falls in shafts that angle toward
that distant ground. Directly overhead, the early afternoon's green-blue sky is nostly clear. At
times, the slightest hint of a breeze wafts by Lorn, but the air has been largely still, despite
the fast-noving cl ouds above.

Beyond the deadl and and the outer perineter road, the grass, and even farther away, the fields
and woodl ots are slowy greening, with the winter-gray |l eaves returning to their spring colors and
the new | eaves and shoots showing a |lighter and brighter shade of green

Lorn looks to his left, along the Iine of the second squad | ancers riding the deadl and inside
the perinmeter road. Beyond themare the riders of the first squad. Lorn can even make out the
rounded bul k of Aisenn near the ward-wall

After nearly seven days on patrol, with a day's respite at Eastend-a virtual duplicate of
West end-Lorn will be happy when they reach the conpound at Northend, although it is always called
t he conpound or Jakaafra, just as the conmpound at Celiendra is always called by the nane of the
nearby town as well, rather than the official name of Southend. "Ser! Shoots ahead!"

"Shoots ahead!... ahead!" The report is echoed by the other lancers in the patrol |ine and
rel ayed toward Lorn and Kusyl.

Lorn shakes his head as he uses his heels to nudge the gelding into a trot toward the | ancer
with the upheld firel ance.

"Line halt! Line halt!" After barking the order, Kusyl turns his nount to foll ow the conpany
commander .

Both the squad | eader and Lorn rein up a good thirty cubits short of the shoots sighted by the
| ancer. At less than two cubits high, the twin green fronds are far shorter than the one Lorn had
seen and has destroyed on his ride/patrol to Jafaafra, and they seem far nore slender. He can

sense only a hint of the black order that |oons behind the ward-wall, but he studies the greenery
for a long nonent. "Ser?"
"Have them flanme by duads," Lorn orders Kusyl. "Yes, ser. Formup!" Kusyl orders. "Prepare to

flanme by duads!" After the lancers of the second squad reformfromtheir Iine into the standard
col um of twos, Kusyl |ooks to Lorn. The conpany captain nods. "Advance, and di scharge | ances!"

Under the warm afternoon sun, Lorn watches, but the shoots wither under the chaos flanes of the
firelances, leaving nothing but a black ash that disintegrates into a power, and then di sperses
under a light breeze that fades into stillness.

Lorn watches the ashes disperse, letting his chaos-order sense probe the ground, but there is
no sense of any underlying well of dark order. Then he pulls out a nmessage blank and turns his
mount toward the ward-wall to note the ward | ocation before di spatching a nessenger to the
Engi neers at Eastend. He knows that the Engineers will find nothing, but he will not suggest that,
not at all. He also adds the location in his own small notebook

He erases the nonentary frown fromhis face as he rides toward the ward-wal |l -and A isenn. The
frailty of the shoots bothers him especially after he has sensed the incredible dark order that
| urks behind the whitened granite stones of the ward-wall.

LXX

Lorn sets aside the bronze-tipped pen as he finishes the second of the two patrol entries, then
| ays the paper at the side of his study desk to dry. He turns in the chair and gl ances out the
wi ndow at the clouds flowing fromthe south and buil ding and darkening to the north. Wth the warm
danmpness of the nmorning and the clouds, he has little doubt that it will rain, perhaps for severa
days. But the Second Conpany will have to set out on patrol the next nobrning, rain or no rain.

He turns back to the desk, fingering his clean-shaven chin before he lifts the thin manual that
Maran had given him al ready showi ng snudges and scuffs. Inadvertently, he conpares that to the
anci ent and spotless silver-sheened volune that Ryalth had presented to him and he shakes his
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head, forcing his thoughts back to the patrol nanual as he slowy searches for something he had
seen-or thought he had-when he had first read it.

...a Lancer conpany captain cannot halt breaches in the ward-wall, nor can he prevent the inimnca
creatures of the Accursed Forest from escaping such breaches, but he nmust do all within his power
to ensure such creatures are destroyed before | eaving the deadl and barrier and before they can
inflict damage upon the people of Cyad or upon their livestock and | ands.

A wise captain will nmanage his deploynents in such fashion so as to assure that his lancers are
exposed to no unnecessary danger and so that casualties are mnimzed while naking sure that as
many creatures as practicably possible are destroyed before they can create harm. ..

Lorn snorts as he sets down the nmanual. Destroy the creatures, but don't |ose nmany nen, and a
wi se captain will best know how to do that. Except that the manual offers no real tactics for such
situations-just cautions.

After nore tinme of silent contenplation, he stands and lifts the foot chest containing the
Patrol reports. Those of the past five years, he renminds hinmself as he sets the chest on the clear
side of the desk and unlocks it.

He re-seats hinself, then begins to | eaf through the ol der reports again, trying to check a
naggi ng thought. He reads the | ast season of reports from Captain Dynytri, checking the events
reported by the captain nore closely, trying to focus on details that mght just tell him
sonet hi ng nor e.

...linb fallen short of guard wall from northwest nid-point Chaos tower... Casualties: 2...

...trunk [twenty cubit dianmeter] smashed through chaos cables and a single course of wall

stones... attack by three giant cats and one stun lizard... one cat escaped... casualties: 4...
...long linmb bridged ward-wall seventy cubits into deadland... night |eopards attacked
Engi neers. ..

Lorn frowns. Night |eopards? He has not seen references to such before. O had he overl ooked
then? He continues studying the patrol reports, apparently showing nore than a score of problens.

...double trunk breach... rendered five hundred cubits of ward-wall inoperable... Casualties:
15.. ..

...limb fall in heavy rainstorm.. casualties: 4...

Just as suddenly, the reports revert to the standard, "Patrol on schedule. No Forest activity."

Lorn sits back in his chair, thinking. Fromlate spring to early summer, three and a half years
earlier, Dynytri's reports chronicle an outbreak of linb and trunk fallings which claimscores of
wards, nearly three score injuries to |ancers and engi neers, and at |east a score of deaths. In
that tinme period, several dozen wild creatures fromthe Accursed Forest escape. Then, the
out breaks cease. And shortly thereafter, with nothing on the record, one Captain Dynytri
di sappears or is killed.

Lorn replaces the records, then adds his own | atest report, and closes the foot chest. He
stands and repl aces the chest on the fl oor before the desk, then wal ks to the wi ndow, | ooking at
the thickening clouds, and at the Second Company banner that flies above the barracks. The green-
trimmed pennant with the nuneral two in the center is held out alnost stiffly by the steady wi nd,
whi pping but little.

Thrap! At the knock on the study door, Lorn turns. "Yes? Cone in."

Aisenn enters, |eaving the door open. He bows. "A scroll for you, Captain Lorn. It arrived by
private | ocal messenger."

Lorn steps forward to take the mssive that the senior squad | eader extends to his captain.

Al t hough Lorn can sense that the seal has been renoved and t hen reheated sonehow, he accepts the
scroll effortlessly and w thout hesitation, stepping back and si deways so that he stands over the
desk. "Thank you." He breaks the blue wax without |ooking at it, even before Aisenn can nove or
retreat to the front study office, and lets the wax fall on the gol den-aged oak surface of his
desk.

Lorn begins to read.

Honor abl e Lancer Captain Lorn..
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I am pleased to informyou that the goods you ordered from Ryal or House have arrived and that,
once you have inspected them we will be nore than pleased to deliver themto whatever destination
is your desire...

Lorn manages neither to snile nor frown.

"Ser? Do you require ne further?"

"Ch... no. I'msorry, Oisenn. It's a private matter... not about the Lancers. It's about sone
things | ordered." Lorn snmiles at the heavy senior squad | eader. "You can go."

"Yes, ser." Odisenn bows deferentially, then | eaves the inner study, gently closing the door
behi nd him

Lorn continues with the scroll

We woul d suggest a slight haste in dealing with the case of Fhynyco and the two cases of
Al af raan, but remain at your bidding, honored ser.

The m ssive is signed and seal ed by one Dustyn, factor in spirits and liquids, with the phrase

beneath the seal, "Of the nain square, Jakaafra."
Lorn nods slowy to hinself. Al though he does not doubt that the wines are fromRyalth to make
his duty easier, he wonders what else will conme with the shipment... perhaps a scroll that has not

been al ready read.

LXXI

The warm misting rain of spring enfolds the Palace of Light, and within the private study of the
Enperor and his consort, Toziel stands by the w de wi ndow overl ooki ng the harbor he can barely see
t hrough that mist.

He turns, but does not step onto the Anal erian wool carpet of subdued green and gold geonetric
designs that has graced the study fromthe tine of the Enperor Alyiakal. "I amtroubled. | should
not be troubled by this trifle, and yet | am You have noted that my sleep has not been as it
shoul d be."

"That | do know." The Enpress Ryenyel smniles knowi ngly, and affectionately. "Wat trifle?" she
asks after a nmonent, |ooking up fromthe black oak desk at which she is seated, the sole item of
furniture within the entire Pal ace of Light made of that dark oak

"The nurder of a trader.” A thin and hunorless smile crosses the Enperor's nouth.

"That is atrifle. Yet... if it bothers you, it may be the first shoot of a noxious vine. Tel
me of it." She smiles warmy. "That is what you wish, is it not?"

"I have no secrets fromyou, ny dear."

"Nor should you, not if I amto assist you."

"You... you have al ways been of great assistance, and without it, as both we know. ..." He
shrugs and half-turns to study the m st.

"Enough of your flattery, ny dear, welcone as it always is."

Toziel clears his throat. "Bluoyal ' nmer brought the matter to ny attention several eightdays
previous, and he nentioned it but once. Yet | have not dismissed it. The first heir of the Yuryan
Clan of nerchanters was nurdered nearly a season ago. He was killed by a sabre tinged wth chaos,
a lancer's sabre, say the Magi'i. The day after the murder soneone re-clainmed an iron Brystan
sabre that had been plated with cupridium This nmerchanter used a stolen Dyjani trade plaque as
authority and paid ten golds for the work. The cupridium master and his journeyman have been
truthread by several Magi'i, and the truthreading confirns their tale. Both nmaster and journeynan
swear that the blade was in their care and not ready when the nmurder was comitted. The journeyman
al so swears that the enunerator who picked up the blade was unfamiliar with weapons." Toziel turns
back fromthe wi ndow and wat ches his consort.

"Who is the new heir?" asks Ryenyel

"Veljan-a nman far nore suitable, according to all. Yet..."
"Yet, what?"
"Hi s consort is the daughter of Liataphi, the Third Magus of the Magi'i. Liataphi has no sons

and heirs. And this Veljan is honest and straightforward. Too honest and straightforward, from al
| discover."

"That is far too obvious, dear one," observes Ryenyel. "Liataphi is too intelligent and too
devi ous to have done such. He would see that such a ploy would illuminate himas if with a score
of lanps."

"Then... who wi shes to plant such an appearance? And why?"
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"Who el se would benefit, if far |ess obviously?" Ryenyel slips the cupridiumtipped pen into
the holder on the left side of the desk

"Rynst'alt, clearly."”

Ryenyel shakes her head.

"Ch... Luss'alt, you think?"

"Luss'alt would benefit, but he could not have created such a schenme. | would guess that the
one with the nost to gain would be Kharl'elth."

Tozi el nods. "When you put it that way..."

"What thinks your Hand?"

"He says but little, saving that it would appear to be a matter of trade and personal affairs,
and trade rivalries best be solved by traders, and that using the Hand to nmeddle in trade or the
personal lives of traders can lead but to disaster."

"Has he been right in what he advi ses?"

"More often than not."

"So it is unlikely to be a plot hatched here, though nany here nay seek to benefit by such."
Ryenyel smles but faintly. "Now, mnmy dearest... that is the fashion in which it nakes the nost of
logic, but not all plotters are of such logic. You nmust..."

"I know... set small traps to see who understands, and would use such, or who refuses to
understand.” Toziel's laugh is mirthless.

"Then, too," Ryenyel continues, "there is the matter of the sabre. Does anyone know who coul d
wi el d such? None of the Magi'i would dare, for the deadly danger it would pose to them None of
the lancers woul d benefit fromthe attributes of such a weapon. And the nerchanters coul d neither
wield it nor conprehend its power."

"So there are two plots?" Toziel frowns. "And the second plotter a descendent of Alyiakal ?"

"Only in spirit," Ryenyel says quietly. "You nust tread carefully, for | would wager that
neither knows of the other, nor should they."

After a noment of silence, they both nod.

Qutside the mst lightens as the sun begins to struggle through the spring rain, and the
greenery of the City of Light begins to reclaimthe first city of Cyador fromthe gray-green of
Wi nter.

LXXI |

The rains of the previous day have passed, but air is warm hunid, and heavy, even in the early
nmor ni ng, as Second Conpany | eaves the first waystation southeast of Jakaafra. The deadland is
still nuddy, w th pools of shallow standing water, and with early nosquitoes humm ng everywhere.
M st hangs over and around the Accursed Forest to Lorn's right, and above the ward-wall. The sun
is barely above the fields to the east, a fuzzy orange-white ball in a sky nore a m st-shrouded
green than bl ue.

"Be a hot day, specially afternoon, ser," says Kusyl fromwhere he rides to Lorn's left.

"Very hot." Lorn glances toward the ward-wall nearly a kay away and at the mist that shrouds

the massive trunks beyond the wall. Sonething does not feel right. He glances toward Kusyl. On the
nmor ni ng of the second day of the patrol, the second squad is deploying inward fromthe outer
perimeter road, while AQisenn's first squad will deploy in a line outward fromthe ward-wall road.
"Kusyl -this norning, 1'll be riding with the first squad. I'll ride with second squad this

af t ernoon. ™

"Yes, ser." The squad | eader's cheerful voice indicates nothing.

Spreading the lancers into a |ine abreast and sl ogging through the nud will nake for a |ong
day, but keeping themon the roads will nean that too nuch of the Forest's activity could go
undet ected, particularly roots or new shoots carried above or beyond the ward-wall during the
storm of the night before. Lorn turns the gel ding southward and urges himto catch up with Aisenn
and his overlarge beast. Absently, he brushes away an inquiring nosquito.

Zzzzzzpp!

Lorn does not wince at the sound of a flowerfly being destroyed by the chaos-net cast upwards
by the wards, but the sound does rem nd himthat the peaceful scene is not what it seens.

At the sound of another nmount nearing, Oisenn turns in the saddl e and offers a puzzled gl ance
as Lorn rides toward him "Ser?"

"I"l'l be riding with first squad this nmorning."

"As you conmand, ser."

The two ride silently and slowy as the Iine abreast forns and begins to ride parallel to and
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out fromthe ward-wall.

"Even it up, there!"™ disenn calls-nore than once.

Lorn does not offer suggestions, or orders, but watches. Once the Iine is formed, and he and
Aisenn ride on the opposite sides of the wall road, Lorn turns his attention to the ward-wal
itself.

Al t hough the wall | ooks the same as it always does, it is not. The relatively even pul ses of
chaos-if one can call any chaos energy regular-that are carried within the cupridium conduits and
cast upwards in the net that restrains the Accursed Forest are different. Wile the chaos pul ses
are always different, always changing, usually each pul se does not differ greatly in power or
duration. Lorn is not certain those are the right terns, but are closest to what he feels. This
norni ng, there are larger pulses, nmuch |arger ones that feel shallower and sone that feel |ike
they are scarcely there at all. After a tinme, he studies the road and the deadl and past disenn to
his left, but there are no signs of shoots or seedling-or roots. Nor fallen trunks. As the |ancers
ride, nmore slowy than ever, through the nud of the deadl and, and as the norning passes, Lorn
continues to watch, trying not to overstrain his eyes and senses, but knowing that all is not well
somewhere along the wall. He also knows that to reveal that will leave himall too vulnerable in
the seasons ahead. So he rides and watches. And the spring heat and hot danpness builds. Wile the
di sconfort rises, at |east the deadland's nmud has becone | ess viscous, and progress somewhat |ess
| abori ous.

Sonetime after m dnorning, Lorn nods, finally seeing a |line of darkness on the horizon, a line
that should not be there.

"Have them watch nore closely,” he finally tells Aisenn. "Eyes sharp now, the captain says!"”
orders the senior squad | eader. "Eyes sharp!"

"Ser! Trunk down! Trunk down!"

The Iine of blackness has beconme clear to all the | ancers-a huge trunk jutting nore than a
hundred cubits out fromthe ward-wall-a trunk thicker at its uprooted base than the portion of the

wall itself that is visible above ground.
Lorn glances at the nearest ward marker, then shakes his head. The cl osest engi neer conpany is
beyond the breach in the ward-wall, and to send a nessenger past that wi thout an escort woul d be

f ool hardy, considering the possible wildlife that the forest has had tinme to send forth. "Qisenn
Form up by duads on the road!"

" Ser?"

"On the road! A lancer won't have nuch chance against a cat in this nuck."

The seni or squad | eader nods, then turns. "First squad! Duads on the road! Duads on the road!"
Aisenn's voice carries, and lancers guide their nmounts toward the Lancer captain and the first
squad | eader.

"Send a nmessenger out to Kusyl," Lorn adds. "Have him formup by duads on the perineter road-
and have the nmessenger stay clear of the trunk." Lorn blots away the sweat that has been gathering
under the brow of his garrison cap

"Yes, ser."

Lorn lets the gelding carry himahead of the refornm ng squad, his fingers brushing the
firelance in its holder, reassuring hinself that the weapon is fully charged. H's eyes go to the

ward-wal |, and then his senses. Wile the chaos-net is still intact, its web is fragile, and,
closer to the fallen trunk, that chaos will do little to halt whatever the Accursed Forest intends
to cast across the wall that will becone little nore than nere granite in a kay or so.

"VWyon! Message to squad | eader Kusyl. Fromthe captain. They're to formup by duads on the
outer perineter road and advance. They should be ready to repel creature attacks!"

"Yes, ser."

As a second thought, Lorn also checks his sabre, then glances at the huge trunk once nore. The
closer the tw squads draw to the massive trunk-a grayish brown wall so dark it is al nost bl ack-
the nore Lorn begins to understand deep within hinself the concerns expressed by both Maran and
Commander Meyl yd about the Accursed Forest. The trunk dwarfs any fireship Lorn had seen and, were
it upright, could shade the Palace of Light with fifty cubits to spare.

Smal | catlike animals are racing down the trunk, junping clear even before they reach the

twi sted and crushed branches of the brilliant green crown. Some are already clear of the toppled
fol i age.

The fallen trunk towers above the ward-wall a good fifteen cubits, a dark wall stretching
perpendicular to the ward-wall. Only the | owest course of the ward-wall's granite is visible. Yet

the granite of the wall appears to have held, except that it has cut into the trunk Iike an axe,
and the trunk is firmy wedged in place. Then, Lorn reninds hinself, under the five-cubit visible
section of the wall is fifty cubits of granite foundation laid on solid rock, and reinforced with
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chaos bound in order.

"Prepare lances," Lorn says quietly to disenn

"First squad, |lances at the ready. Lances at the ready!"

Two bl acki sh gray shapes seemto elongate fromthe trunk, then separate. Lorn blinks, to
realize that two huge cats sprint toward Lorn, their |ong bounding strides narrowi ng the distance,
far faster than a galloping horse or a racing firewagon.

"Lances ready. Prepare to discharge!" Aisenn's orders are flat. "Di scharge at will."

Forcing hinself to be calm Lorn lifts his firelance, and focuses it on the |eading giant cat.

Hssstt! A single narrow beam of chaos flies, seenmingly curving to strike the cat. The half-
charred body tunbles into a heap

Hhsstt! The second cat begins a spring before Lorn's followip bolt takes it in the chest.

Lorn pulls the gelding toward the wall, and turns in the saddle, checking to see where
Aisenn's |lance night be pointed, but the squad | eader's eyes remain on the trunk that lies |ess
than two hundred cubits away.

"Conpany halt!" Lorn orders.

"Conpany halt!" Qisenn echoes.

"We can do five abreast for now," Lorn suggests.

"Five abreast! Stay on the road."

Lorn glances to the northeast, but can see little except the formati on of the second squad-and
a series of flares that are firelances discharging. He turns to study the trunk wall ahead.

A pack of smaller cats-the night |eopards?-each perhaps ten stone, charges toward the first
squad.

"Discharge at will!" Lorn orders, wheeling his gelding so that he can bring his lance to bear
whil e continuing to watch Qi senn

"Di scharge at will. Short bursts! Short bursts!" Oisenn orders.

Hssst! Hssst!

Three of the cats fall. A fourth comes up under one of the nen's | ances, and the lance falls,

and before the | ancers-or Lorn-can react, the man is down.

Three quick firelance bursts sear across the snmaller cat's back and upper shoul ders. The cat
spasns, then falls still. The fallen | ancer does not nove.

"Stop discharges. Save your |ances!" snaps disenn

Two of the cats flash back toward the gray-brown trunk, scranmble lithely up it, and then sprint
northward al ong the tops of the trunk away fromthe ward-wall and toward the crushed vegetation
that is the crown.

"Gythet's dead, ser," one of the lancers announces to disenn

"Strap himover his nmount, quickly," responds the squad | eader

Lorn turns his nmount to the northwest, paralleling the nmassive trunk, but at a good hundred and
fifty cubits. He glances back at Aisenn. "W need to ride around the crowm. That's to make sure
we can send a nessenger safely to Eastend.”

"Ah... yes, ser. There are nany creatures in the tops of the fallen trees. They wait until it
falls, and then they hurry down and hide there, lying in wait."

"I"'msure they do. We'll try to give it a wide berth."

"Reform Lances at the ready. Follow the captain.”

At disenn's orders, Lorn lets the gelding slow, until he is riding to the left and slightly
behind Aisenn. The hint of a frown appears on the squad | eader's face, then vani shes, repl aced
wi th an expression of professional conpetence.

Nei t her Lorn nor disenn speak as the columm rides out along the trunk to where the smashed
limbs of the tree's crowm forma small hill.

The captain wants to shake his head, but refrains. In the scurry and the attacks by the cats,
he had forgotten that Oisenn presents as great a danger as do the creatures of the Accursed
Forest. Lorn has his own firelance ready, if but with a fraction of its original chaos charge, and
fromwhere he rides he can cover both the squad | eader and survey the fallen forest nonarch

Kusyl rides to neet them H's |left sleeve bears a rent, but shows no blood. "Ser."

"How many casualties?" Lorn |ooks fromthe squad with at |east one enpty-saddl ed nount to
Kusyl .

"Two dead, ser. Two wounded."

"One dead, ser. One wounded," disenn adds. "Thus far."

At the sound of crackling and rustling branches, all three nmen turn in their saddles toward the
m ddl e of the nound of branches and | eaves. A single branch, nore than two cubits thick, falls
outside the crown, snapped by whatever stirs within the vegetation

The light wind out of the south carries a musky bitter scent to Lorn, that and an acrid odor of
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crushed | eaves.

"Prepare to discharge lances!" Lorn snaps. Anything that noves branches a cubit thick and whose
power and mass nove the entire fallen crown is sonething that will require nore than a single
firel ance.

"Prepare to discharge-"

The last words of Aisenn's orders are |ost under the crashing of displaced Iinbs and
veget ati on.

MVWVMmMTmmmmmmmmnnnnn. ... A soundl ess, yet paralyzing nmental screamslanms into Lorn, and his
mount. The gel ding seens to stagger and steps sideways. Lorn wants to hold his tenples, so intense
is the pain, and for a nonent he cannot see, for what feel like knives ripping at his eyes.

He blinks through the involuntary tears at the nonster that energes fromthe crushed crown,
strewi ng asi de vegetation |ike wet paper

A huge gray lizard slithers fromthe crown, except that it is so large that it appears at first
as if the gray trunk were turning and grow ng-or extending itself toward Kusyl and the second
squad. Fully five cubits at the shoul ders, and nore than twenty cubits in length, the lizard
pounds toward the second squad. A black tongue whips out, |ooking like a |ash

Before the nental order attack, three of the second squad's nounts have actually gone down, one
to its knees. A lancer scranbles for his lance, not realizing the lizard' s speed. The webbed and
clawed left foot flashes, and the | ancer vani shes under it.

Lorn winces. "Discharge |ances! Now D scharge |ances!"

Hssst | A single Iine of fire flare fromone of the second conpany | ancers, but the chaos fl ane
rolls off the gray hide of the nonster stun |izard.

Hssst! Hsst!

In response to the lines of chaos fire, the lizard swings its head fromside to side, then
pauses, as if calculating which lancer will be its next victim

Al most wi t hout thinking, Lorn sheathes the firelance, and pulls out the |ancer sabre, willing
the chaos that surrounds himand the lizard into the bl ade. He nudges the gel ding. The nount
shivers. His heels dig into the gelding's flanks, and the white starts forward, slowy, then
nmoving into a quick trot.

Lorn rides toward the lizard, angling frombehind its head on the left side. He hopes the
lizard will hold for just an instant.

Abruptly, the giant snout turns, inpossibly quickly, toward the | ancer captain.

Lorn hurls the sabre with all the force he can nuster. The chaos-infused cupridi um sabre spins
lazily end-over-end as Lorn wills the point to strike the lizard' s head or eye point first. Even
as he wills the inpact, he is leaning in the saddl e, turning the gelding away fromthe stun
lizard' s gaping nouth and hot breath, and angling toward the second squad, pulling his own nearly
depleted firelance fromits hol der.

MVhnnnnnnnnnnn. ... The stunning soundl ess netal screamis followed by an enornous grunt. Then
the lizard convul ses, thrashing, and a webbed forefoot claws at the sabre that protrudes fromthe
platter-sized eye.

Lorn can sense the raging flanmes within the lizard' s skull-as order and chaos war.

He reins up the shivering gel ding.

Kusyl 1ooks blankly at his captain.

"Di scharge firelances! Now" Lorn snaps at Kusyl.

"Al'l firelances! Now " echoes the junior squad |eader

"Aimat the head!" Lorn conmmands.

"The head!" disenn's and Kusyl's orders nerge

Fi rel ance beans play across the thrashing lizard, w nking out of existence as |ance after |ance

i s depl eted.

The long tail |ashes sideways and hi gh.

Lorn cannot even yell before it smashes through a I ancer fromthe first squad who has ridden
too close. Then that tail, like a serpent, or an independent being, thunps up and down in sl ow
beats, pounding itself into the ground, and pul ping both dead | ancer and nount.

Mrmmnnn. ... The last nental screamrocks Lorn, both with its dying force, and the sense of
despair.

Lorn takes a deep breath.

The lizard twitches... and keeps tw tching...

"Hol d your discharges! Hold discharges!" Lorn orders.

The | ancers watch the dying lizard.

The squad | eaders watch the lizard, the crushed nound of the tree's crown, and the trunk that
| eads back to the Accursed Forest.
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Lorn watches the lizard, the crown, trunk, and the senior squad | eader

There is a sigh, like a dying wind, and a last twitch, and the nonster lies inert.

Lorn and the two squad | eaders still study both the crushed vegetation of the crown and the
lizard's corpse for a tine before any speak

Finally, Lorn clears his throat. He has to do it twi ce before he can speak. "W need to check
the far side as well."

Both squad | eaders nod slowy, reluctantly.

"Form up!"

Wi |l e Second Conpany forns up, Lorn rides toward the dead lizard, |ooking for his sabre, but
there is no sign of the weapon. The | ancer captain nods and eases the gelding away fromthe dead
beast .

Second Conpany rides slowy around the crown of the fallen tree. Wiile there are rustles from
the crown, and the acrid odor of crushed | eaves cones and goes, nothing energes fromthe tw sted
and splintered vegetation.

The conpany reins up on the southeastern side of the gray-brown trunk

Lorn beckons to O isenn, who edges his nount closer to the captain.

"We still need to send a nessenger to the Engi neers."

"Ah... yes... ser." disenn blots a face drenched in sweat.

Kusyl does not speak, but nods.

"We'| | have to keep watch here until the Engineers arrive."

"Yes, ser." both squad | eaders reply, neither with great enthusiasm

Lorn takes out the grease stick and begins to jot down the particulars of where the trunk fell
and the ward | ocations, on the blank nessage scroll. Finally he hands it to Aisenn. "Warn the
messenger to ride well clear of anything else that may have fallen." Lorn pauses, then adds, "Have
a hal f-score escort himaround the trunk."

"Yes, ser." disenn eases his mount away from Lorn and toward the first squad.
Kusyl's eyes stray to the enornous bul k of the dead stun lizard. "Never... never seen anything
that big...."

Nei t her has Lorn, and he nods, slowy. "You wonder how nmany nore there might be waiting on the
other side of the wall."

"Rat her not think on that, ser." Kusyl glances fromLorn to where Aisenn briefs the |ancer
acting as messenger

It will be a long afternoon and a | onger night, Lorn suspects.

LXXI 1 |

Lorn does not sleep well, or long, and is up even before dawn, as worried by the conparative
silence as by the bulk of the trunk and the section of ward-wall that does not function. He
ignores the grimness he feels because the little water they have has to be carried fromthree
kays to the north and does not even try to shave or wash, but nerely takes a long swallow fromhis
wat er bottl e.

In the gray that will precede a clear dawn, with only a hint of mist rising fromthe Accursed

Forest, he wal ks past the duty sentry toward the granite of the ward-wall. Wile he carries both a
sabre that had bel onged to one of the dead l|ancers, and his firelance, he knows he will need
neither, and doubts that know edge as wel |

As he faces the wall, dry and smooth in the dawn despite the dew that coats the wall road and

the ground, he can sense where the chaos flows end, perhaps a hundred and fifty cubits to his
left, at the last functioning ward. Wthout the flaring webs of the chaos net, Lorn can sense the
order-chaos depth of the Accursed Forest, and the solid granite wall by itself seens a frai
barrier to the height and power of that intertw ned order and chaos.

Lorn cocks his head, trying to recall words fromhis days as a student magus. "Al ways call ed
the Forest order-death... never mentioned tw ned order and chaos,” he nmurnmurs to hinself. He | ooks
up again, both with chaos-order senses and eyes, but he is not nistaken. The Forest has a depth of
order wapped in chaos, or chaos wapped in order

Despite the breach in the chaos net, as he continues to study the Accursed Forest, Lorn senses
no probes of either order or chaos, and no creatures massing beyond the granite. He studies the
Forest for a time longer, until the sun begins to rise above the deadland and fields to his left,
but the silent presence and | ack of overt threat does not change. Wen the sun falls on his
shoul der and side, he turns and wal ks silently back toward the bivouac area.

By the tine he reaches the tielines where the nounts are tethered, Aisenn is waiting, |ooking
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as bedraggled as Lorn feels. "You were at the wall, and it is not warded there. Was that wi se,
captai n?"

"Probably not." Lorn laughs. "I'Il learn, |'msure.
"Good norning, Kusyl."

"Good norning, ser."

"I checked with all the sentries before I left." Lorn's eyes fall on Kusyl. "I was inspecting
the ward-wall this norning. It's been quiet all night."

"M ght be nore creatures this nmorning," hazards the junior squad | eader.

"There might be," Lorn agrees, |ooking at Oisenn. "How | ong before the Engi neers arrive?"

"They have firewagons that can make good speed on the perineter roads, and | woul d judge that
they mght arrive by mdday-if they left last evening or early this norning."

Lorn nods. "Both of you set sone pickets, say, four fromeach squad. Just use the firelances to
keep anything away. W're not going to try to destroy anything else right now " Hs snmile is wy.
"W don't have the charges for that."

"No, ser, we don't," Kusyl says strongly.

Aisenn frowns, but nods.

"I"'mgoing to take a few nen and ride back around the crown." Lorn unties the gelding fromthe
tieline. "Does it matter who | ask?"

"No, ser."

After picking four men, nearly at random Lorn checks the girths and the bridle and nounts the
gelding. He and the four lancers slowy ride around the nmass of tangled branches and crushed and
uncrushed | eaves that had forned the crown of the enornmous tree. They circle the tangled nound at
a distance of well over two hundred cubits fromthe nearest greenery. Wile there are occasi ona
rustlings, and nore than a few birds, including two enornous vulcrows that burst fromthe
branches, they see no other creatures.

On the northwest side, a dozen vulcrows are tearing at the carcass of the stun lizard, but the
birds scarcely raise their sharp hooked beaks. Two night |eopards slink back to the branches as
the riders near the dead creature.

After studying the area of the struggle with the lizard, and determ ning, again, that there is
no sign of his lancer sabre, and no other creatures visible, at |east, Lorn turns the gelding.
"We'll ride back now. "

As the five riders return to the main body of Second Conpany, Lorn watches the deadl and and the
battered crown, but while the rustlings continue, nothing emerges except occasional birds that he
does not recognize, not that he has ever spent much effort in studying avians.

Aisenn and Kusyl are waiting, eyes expectant, as Lorn and his |lancers reins up

"Not hi ng. Vulcrows, two | eopards that scurried back to the tree, sonme birds." Lorn shrugs and
di snounts. He pulls out a water bottle that will need to be refilled before long and takes a
swal | ow, then blots his forehead. "W watch and wait for the Mrror Engineers."”

He is blotting his forehead again, in the nidday heat, when a voice rides through the silence

"Ser!" calls the duty sentry, pointing to the north.

Lorn unties the gelding and nounts, as do the four |lancers he had selected earlier. Fromthe
saddl e he can see three firewagons approach, crossing the deadland fromthe outer perineter road,
and angling toward the point where the trunk and the ward-wall intersect.

"Mount up! Engineers are here.”

"Mount up!" Kusyl and Aisenn echo Lorn's orders.

Lorn fingers his griny and stubbly chin, then eases the gelding toward where the three
firewagons are slowing along the inner road that flanks the ward-wall. The third firewagon is
arnored in cupridiumplate and tows an arnored two-wheel ed device with a tubul ar projection that
can only be one of the special firecannons that Conmander Meylyd had nentioned

A thin-lipped engi neer najer steps out of the first firewagon. He gl ances around, then spots
Lorn, and marches toward the nounted | ancer captain.

"Maj er Weylt, Captain. I'"'min charge of the engi neer detachnent at Eastend."” The thin lips
twitch into a smle. "When we received your nessage, | had sone questions about the size of the
trunk. But your |ancer nessenger was insistent, and | decided to cone with the |arge firecannon
I'"mglad we brought it."

"Captain Lorn, Majer. We're glad to see you." Lorn smiles. "The tree seened large, but |'m new
to this. | just followed the procedures.” He calls up what he has read. "You'll cut away the trunk
fromthe ward-wall...."

"Exactly." Weylt bobs his narrow face up and down. "We nmake sure that the road is clear first,
and then destroy the crown to nmake sure it harbors no creatures, and that there's no residua
order poison."

He pauses as Kusyl wal ks toward t hem
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"What do you need from us?"

"Just a | oose guard while we set up. That's so we're not surprised. Then you pull back and |et
us get on with it."

"Yes, ser."

"Good." The nmmjer al nobst spins on one boot and heads back to his firewagon.

Lorn remains nounted, with Kusyl to his left, as the half-score of Mrror Engineers unhitch the
arnmored firecannon on the wall road, and westle it into a position roughly three hundred cubits
fromwhere the trunk rests on the ward-wall. One turns a crank-1ike handle, and a hatch opens on
one side of the cannon. The engi neer vani shes into the hatch

Another rolls a long cable fromthe firewagon that has towed the cannon to an assenbly on the
rear of the cannon and inserts it into a square bracket. Lorn senses that the cable is cupridium
sheat hed i n sonething, alnost a shinmmercloth substance of many | ayers, clearly designed to keep
the chaos flows within the cable.

Seemingly from nowhere, Majer Weylt appears, again marching briskly toward Lorn. "Pull your
| ancers back behind the cannon, Captain- and out fromthe ward-wall," orders the thin-Iipped
Mrror Engineer. "At least a third of a kay back. Have themready for nore creatures.”

Lorn wonders about how many nore cats and stun lizards will rush fromthe crown and the upper
trunk, but only nods. "Yes, ser." He turns and stands in the saddle. "Second Conpany! Pull back to
seven hundred cubits!"

Hal f -wondering just how accurate any of themw ||l be judging seven hundred cubits, Lorn guides
Second Conpany to a position perpendicular to the trunk, closer to a half kay, he suspects, back
fromthe crown itself. He turns his nount and reins up, watching Aisenn fromthe corner of his
eye, and observing the engineers as well.

Two of the three firewagons roll back down the ward-wall road, alnost a kay, |eaving only the
firecannon and the firewagon to which it is connected. Al the Mrror Engineers have vani shed,
except for one, who then clinbs inside the hatch door on the right side of the cannon and cl oses
it behind him

O the score of ENngineers, none rermain in the open, Lorn notes.

HHHSSSTTT! Wth a whining, whooshing hiss, a single jet of flane slices through the dark order
of the trunk. The heat radiates even to where the lancers are reined up

d unnnnnk! The ground shakes, a half kay away, as the trunk outside the ward-wall drops onto
the road and the deadl and.

A second jet of flame-sonmehow both blue and bl ack-flares skyward from where the trunk has
contacted the ward-wall. Smaller explosions follow, and sections of wood, shredded and twi sted,
begin to fall.

A dull clunking announces the inpact of a ten-cubit |length of branch on the arnored shell of
the firecannon.

Lorn turns in his saddl e and studies Aisenn. |Is the heavy-set squad | eader pale? Lorn's eyes
go to Kusyl, who is definitely pallid and tense. Then his eyes go to the tree's fallen crest,
where the branches keep tw sting.

In an instant, a half-score of the night |eopards appear at the edge of the crown. Abruptly,
all charge the Second Conpany, clearly without any hesitation, as if they had known all al ong
where the | ancers were.

"Di scharge lances at will! Short bursts! Short bursts!"”

"Short bursts!" Aisenn adds in an even | ouder bellow

Ni ne of the |eopards fall before reaching the Second conpany. The last slans into a | ancer's
nmount, but the man keeps his head and drives his sabre down and through the beast's neck, awkward
as the blowis.

The nount screans, a | ong slash across the point of her |eft shoulder, but the |ancer nmanages
to remain mounted, and slowy gentles the nare.

The rest of the lancers reforminto their squads, watching the vegetation, but no other
creatures energe

Di screetly readjusting his garrison cap, and blotting his forehead, Lorn gl ances back toward
the cannon, where the engineers are working to reposition the weapon. "Steady! They're going at it
agai n!"

Anot her whi ning whistling blast follows, and a gap ten cubits w de appears between the ward-
wal |l and the remai nder of the trunk.

The second bl ast di sl odges no nore creatures, although a nunber of birds circle the trunk

There is no sign of the vulcrows-none at all. Once nore the engineers reposition the
firecannon, and after each searing blast do so again until they have opened a gap between the wall
and the remainder of the trunk that is nore than fifty cubits w de.
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Once the gap has reached that width and the inner road is clear, the Engineers turn the
firecannon. The arnored firewagon slowy tows it outward until it is roughly a hundred cubits from
the crushed crown, between the crown vegetation and Lorn's conpany.

The Engi neer Majer strides fromthe cannon toward Lorn, and Lorn rides forward to shorten the
senior officer's walk.

"Thank you, Captain." Weylt smles.

Lorn waits.

"Captain Lorn... now we're going to fire the crown. It's going burn hot. I'd | eave your mnen
where they are until the worst dies down. You m ght get another giant cat or two. You m ght not."

"W'l|l be ready, ser."

"Fine." Weylt turns and wal ks back to the firewagon.

Shortly the cannon screans again, except the fire flares into a broad fan, and i medi ately
flames begin to shoot up fromthe center of the mangled linbs and | eaves. As the fires spread, one
section of the branches shudders, and a |ong gray-black giant cat |eaps fromthe tw sted branches
and greenery, padding right past the arnored firecannon.

The cat pauses two hundred and fifty cubits out fromthe spreading flanes. Its dark eyes study
the Second Conpany, lined five abreast at |east good five hundred cubits away. Then, as suddenly
as the others had attacked, the giant cat |opes alnost due north, well away fromthe |ancers and
t he engi neers and their equipnent.

Lorn has no intention of chasing it, not with the state of his conmpany's firel ances.

The flames continue to rise, crackling a fierce orange, and thick and acrid black snoke, tw ned
with plumes of lighter gray snoke, rises into the now clear green-blue sky, formng a haze that
begi ns to spread.

At the ward-wall, several engineers are working, replacing the smashed crystal wards with
others, ignoring the flame that flares three hundred cubits northward.

The flames are subsiding, |eaving the trunk seem ngly untouched, when the engi neer najer
returns, striding briskly toward Lorn, who urges the gelding forward again.

The maj er begins wi thout greeting, w thout preanble. "The wards are working, and there's little
enough nore we can do."

"Do you just |eave the trunk now?" asks Lorn

The majer laughs. "We're through with it. So are you. There's a tinber factor who has a
contract on anything like this. There will be a teamout here in a couple of days, and within two
ei ghtdays, you won't know that there ever was a fallen trunk here. Good tinber, they say.
woul dn't touch it, not with the residual dark order in it, but they ship it down the Geat Cana
and then sell it to the coastal traders. Get a good price, | understand. The fees they pay help
pay our stipends, Captain, yours and mne."

Lorn nods. He understands the |ogic, but he wonders about the nerchanters profiting on the

deaths of lancers. "This seenms |like a large trunk," he observes, watching the Majer. "Is it, ser?"

"Thirty-five cubits at the ward-wall. That's the biggest | can recall. Be a few | oads of solid
tinbers for the nerchanters.” The majer smiles ironically. "More than a few, |I'd wager. They can
handle it. | wouldn't. Once this dies down, we'll be returning to Eastend, and you'll be free to
continue your patrol."

"We'll need to recharge or replace our |lances at Eastend," Lorn says quietly. "There probably
aren't a dozen lances left with charges.”

"That we can handle, Captain. 1'll see that a full set of lances is waiting for you."

"Thank you."

"Least we can do." The nmjer nods, then turns and | eaves Lorn.

Lorn rides back to the second conpany. They will have a long ride to the next waystation, a
very long ride, that will last well into the evening. Even when the return patrol is over, he wll
have no rest, not with the need to request replacenents and draft letters to the fanmlies of the
fallen lancers, and to handle all the other details that nust wait until Second Conpany returns to
Jakaafra.

LXXI V

In the late afternoon, Lorn leans forward in the saddle. He rubs his forehead, ignoring the
burning in his eyes, and the itching of salty sweat on the two-day old stubble on his neck. Then
he straightens, forcing hinself erect as Second Conpany nears the | ocked and seal ed granite
structure that is the northeast m dpoint chaos tower.

"...to0 bad didn't put a waystation here..." nmurnurs a |lancer riding behind Lorn
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"...make too nmuch sense..."

Lorn notions, and the second squad turns out fromthe ward-wall and follows the road that | oops
around the midpoint chaos tower and the low wall that connects it to the ward-wall

In the fading afternoon light, as he rides within fifty cubits of the solid granite walls, Lorn
studies the bulk of the midpoint chaos tower. Is it his inagination, or does the granite of the
tower sonmehow seemless solid than the tower at Jakaafra? He frowns, concentrating on the tower
with both sight and fatigued chaos-senses. He shakes his head. "Ser? You all right?" asks Kusyl.

"I"'mfine." He offers a laugh. "As fine as any of us are, anyway." As Kusyl nods and | ooks
away, Lorn's lips tighten. Fromwhat he can tell, the mdpoint chaos tower has failed. There are
no pul ses of chaos energy flowing in the cupridiumconduits fromthe building to the ward-wall,
al t hough the wards along the wall proper still hold and flare their chaos net.

The flow of chaos must be traveling all the way from Eastend and Jakaafra. Is that why the
Accursed Forest is now attacking along the northeast ward-wall? Or had the tower failed years
earlier and the failure been kept silent?

Agai n... what he does not know would fill endless scrolls. He rubs his forehead once nore,
knowi ng that they still have another sixteen kays to cover before they reach the waystation
LXXV

As the Second Conpany fornms up in the courtyard of Eastend, its conmpound a mirror image of
Westend, Lorn wal ks toward the I ong building that holds the Mrror Lancer detachnent, wondering if
anyone will even be there. The corridors and studies are enpty, and Lorn heads back to the
of ficers' dining area. Wth each step, his boots click faintly on the polished stone floor of the
corridor.

There, at the sole occupied table in the dining area, he finds Majer Wylt and two engi neer
captains. Al three rise as he approaches the table.

"Captain," offers Wylt, "can you join us?"

"I fear not," Lorn says. "My conpany is formng up now." He bows to the majer. "I just wanted
to let you know that | appreciated your having the firelances ready, Mjer. Your efforts were nost
wel cone. "

"Thank you for your courtesy." Weylt's eyes twi nkle above his thin lips. "I see you found
anot her... appropriate... sabre."

"There were some spares in the arnory here." Lorn's lips quirk nonentarily. "I'mnot the first,
| gather."

"You broke yours?" asks the squat captain to Wylt's right.

"Ah... not exactly. | put it in a stun lizard's eye, and it dissolved, | think. At |east,
couldn't find it after the lizard died."

"You... killed a stun lizard with a sabre?"

"...and nmost of the charges in ny conpany's firel ances,
nore than a few | ancers.”

"The lizard was over twenty cubits in length. | saw the carcass before we burned it," Wylt
adds. "Most inpressive." He nods his head. "W won't keep you, Captain, but it has been a pleasure
nmeeting you and working with you."

Lorn adds smoothly. "W still | ost

"And you, also." Lorn returns the nod with a bow and snmles. "You will pardon me if | hope we
do not work together too often?”
Weylt | aughs. "lIndeed! |Indeed. Have an uneventful return patrol."

"W hope to. Thank you again."

Wth a smile and a last bow, Lorn turns and wal ks back to the courtyard where he reclains the
gelding fromthe stabl eboy. He checks his gear, |leads the gelding into the courtyard, and then
mount s qui ckly.

Whil e the courtyard remains in shadow, the sun has risen, and the deadl and beyond the gates is
flooded with light as Lorn lets the gelding carry himtoward the waiting |ancers. He frowns as he
consi ders he should have | ooked for Weylt earlier. There are so many little aspects to his job
that are not in the nanual and on which he has not been briefed. Then, he supposes, that is true
of many positions within Cyador and the Mrror Lancers.

"Wonder ed where you were, ser," offers Kusyl as Lorn rides up to the head of the colunm where
bot h squad | eaders wait.

"I was offering our thanks to the head of the Mrror Engi neer detachnment for the replacenent
firelances and sabres. He was out on his own patrol yesterday, but he was the one who ensured they
were waiting for us."
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Kusyl nods. "He seems solid enough, if a bit brisk."

"He has to cover twi ce as nuch ward-wall as we do," Lorn points out. "Is everyone ready?"
"Yes, ser," reply both squad | eaders.

"Let us go. First squad will start on the wall."

"First squad, advance!"

"Second squad..."

As Second Comnpany rides through the gates and northwest toward the ward-wall, Lorn wonders
what awaits themon the patrol. Was the ot her Engi neer majer-Gebynet-correct in predicting a rash
of excursions by the Forest? O will the ward-wall offer another quiet and uneventful patrol?

Thi nki ng about the non-functioning mdpoint chaos tower, Lorn doubts that nmany patrols will be
uneventful, but ensures that a pleasant snile remains on his face as he rides beside Kusyl.

LXXVI

In the late early norning, the sun hangs just over the Accursed Forest, its towering trees
reveal ed and then obscured by the scattered and white puffy clouds that scud westward. A cooler
breeze bl ows out of the northeast, reminding Lorn that the season is spring, where sumer heat is
followed by chill and then by rain or nist... and then by wi nd or nore heat, before the irregular
cycl e begi ns once nore.

To Lorn's right, the two squads of |lancers are spread in a long |line abreast, searching the
deadl and for signs of Forest activity beyond the ward-wall. To his left is the ward-wall, that
seem ngly unchangi ng | ow ranpart of chaotic pernmanence that stretches northwest to the horizon
reflecting as it has for generations the vision and the skills of the Firstborn. And the power of
t he Accursed Forest.

The | ow cl oppi ng of hoofs and the breathing of |ancer nounts are the only sound beside the
sighing of the breeze that is slowy changing into a cold wind. Lorn hopes the chill will be dry,
and not one that leads to cold rain or sleet.

He | ooks to the wall and notes the chiseled marker: N 480 E. They have another ten kays to ride
before they reach the m dpoint of the northeast ward-wall-and the granite structure housing a
chaos tower that does not work.

His shifts his weight in the saddl e and gl ances once nore to his right, out at disenn and the
first squad, riding nethodically across the dead-1and, |ooking for signs of growh Lorn doubts
they will find.

As the sun rises, so does the wind, and the cold air, sweeping off the winter heights of the
di stant Westhorns, chills nore than the spring sun warns, but the Second Conpany's |ancers ride
steadi |y northwest.

After covering another two kays, Lorn glances toward the wall, and both his eyes and chaos-
chorder senses study it. The chaos pul ses through the cupridiumcables are | ess regul ar. Does that
mean anot her fallen trunk? A breach in the wall itself? Trouble with a chaos tower? O his own
i magi nati on?

He shivers as another cold chill washes across himthat of soneone using a chaos glass to scree
him Maran? O a higher-level nagus fromthe Quarter of the Magi'i. He maintains a faint snile
until the chill fades.

Is the screeing because of what he senses? Or is what he senses independent of the user of the
chaos- gl ass?

Whatever it may be, he must wait. Still, Lorn gestures for Kusyl to ride closer

Wth a puzzl ed expression, Kusyl follows Lorn's gesture and guides his nount al nost beside
Lorn's gelding. "Ser?"

"Do you think we should space the nen farther apart when we go five abreast?" Lorn asks.
anot her cubit or so apart?"

Kusyl frowns. "Too far, and there is a greater risk that their lance fires will strike each
other if l|eopards or cats get too near."

Lorn nods, his eyes on the wall ahead, waiting until he can make out the faintest hint of

Say

dar kness where the ward-wall touches the horizon. Finally, he turns once nore to Kusyl. "There's
anot her tree trunk down, across the ward-wall up ahead. | can just barely see it."
Kusyl stands in his stirrups and squints. "I see nothing."

"In a kay or so you will," Lorn assures the junior squad |eader
They ride nearly another kay and a half before, abruptly, Kusyl peers forward. "There is a
trunk. You have good eyes, Captain."

"I't's in knowing what to ook for," Lorn replies. "I didn't know what that was when | started.
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Let's formup on the road, and send a nmessenger out to Aisenn. He nmight have seen it, but he
m ght not yet." After a noment, he adds. "We can ride five abreast on the road for a while, until
we get nearer the tree.”
"Formup on the road!" Kusyl orders. "On the road, five abreast!"
.not another fallen tree..."
.woul d draw unl ucky bastard of an officer..."

"...nmore angel-fired cats... stun lizards..."
"...don't know that.
"...by Steps of Paradlse | do... better believe | do...." Lorn ignores the nutterings, keeping

a pleasant smle on his face as he | ets the gel ding carry h|n1formard
"Fornmed up, ser," Kusyl reports. "A nessenger is riding out to first squad."

"Cood. W'Il nove out fromthe wall once we get within a half-kay of the trunk." O sooner if
the chaos-net of the ward-wall is gone.

Lorn scans the area ahead as the second squad rides forward, checking the ward-wall, the area
around where the trunk spans the wall, and the crushed green crown of the forest giant farther to

his right. Wiile he sees small creatures scurrying fromthe Accursed Forest down the trunk to the
crown area, Lorn cannot be sure what they mght be, other than they do not seemto be |arge enough
to be stun lizards or the giant cats.

Sone three hundred cubits fromthe trunk, Lorn raises his hand and reins in the white gel ding.
"Squad halt!"

In the silence, he studies the ward-wall, noting to hinmself that the chaos-net has vani shed.
VWhile the fallen trunk is not so large as the one they had encountered on the first half of the
patrol, even fromwhere he is reined up, he estimates that the dianeter is still greater than

fifteen cubits.
Beyond the trunk, he can see the bul k of the non-functioning nidpoint chaos tower.
"Don't usually see "emthis close to a chaos tower," offers Kusyl.
"That's our luck," Lorn offers. "Send another nessenger out to Aisenn. Have them formup five

abreast and ride toward the crown. W'll wait here a nonent while | wite out the nmessage to send
back to the Engi neers. Then we'll ride toward the crown, say, a hundred cubits off the trunk."
"Yes, ser."

Lorn finishes the nessage as quickly as he can and hands it to the squad | eader. "Here."

In turn, Kusyl rides to the rear of the colum and turns the scroll over to a thin lancer, who
i medi ately turns his mount and heads back toward Eastend. The squad | eader rides back to Lorn and
reports, "On its way, ser.”

Lorn nods. Both nmen know that the Engineers will not arrive until late the followi ng day, if
then. "Let's see what this trunk holds."

"Yes, ser. Lances ready! Forward at a wal k!'"

The horses' hoofs powder the dead soil, not quite crunching the lifeless ground, turning up
white streaks of the stones and stones of salt once poured onto fertile soil
They have covered no nore than fifty cubits, and are still close to two hundred cubits fromthe

trunk, when two of the giant cats bound fromthe trunk, one to the left of the Iline of |ancers,
and one to the right. Both aninmals angle toward the |lancers, running at speeds that seemto hal ve
the di stance with each breath.

"Discharge at will!" Both Lorn and Kusyl shout the orders near-simnmultaneously.

Hhssst! Hssst! Firelance bolts flare toward the cats, and all appear to niss.

"Short bursts!" Lorn adds.

Hssstt!

One cat falls, growing, before the firelances converge on it. The other cat dashes sideways at
an incredi bl e speed and sprints northward through the gap between the two squads, headi ng away
fromthe | ancers

"Hol d your discharges!" Kusyl orders. "This one's dead, and you'll need 'em"

The fallen cat seens slightly smaller than the one that had escaped the firelances, although it
is hard to tell with nost of the forward part of its body charred.

"Lances ready," Lorn orders, urging the gelding northwest, edging along the trunk toward the
crushed mound of vegetation that had been the crown-a circular matted mass clearly snaller than
that of the tree they had encountered on the outward patrol

Perhaps fifty cubits short of where the tree's crushed upper branches begin lies a separate
branch, nearly two cubits across, Lorn judges, and nore olive colored and without snaller
branches, alnost |like a huge vine torn fromthe Forest.

The branch undul ates along its entire length, creating salt snears on the dead soil, and the
lizard-like triangular head of a serpent rises beside the darker gray-brown of the tree trunk. The
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j aws open, extending wi de enough to swallow a nman.

"...nother of the Steps!"”
...barbarian's she-boar..."

"Advance and discharge at will! No closer than thirty cubits,” Lorn adds. "Aimfor the head
Short bursts!"”

"Short bursts!" adds Kusyl.

The serpent curls, as if coiling for a strike.

Hsstt! Hssst! Hsst! The firelances probe, searing the unprotected serpent's head, which tw sts
and turns as if trying to avoid the chaos-fire.

Then the head lifts and turns toward the lancers, slowy noving outward, trying to strike at
the source of its pain

More lines of fire converge on the slow noving giant snake, and a series of shudders ripple up
and down its I ength. The huge triangul ar head, blackened beyond any recognition, drops onto the
deadl and with a dull thunp!

"Hol d your discharges! Hold discharges!" Lorn orders.

He and Kusyl watch carefully froma good thirty cubits, but the shudders that shake the serpent
slowy die away. Measuring the dead snake with his eyes, Lorn gauges the serpent to have been at
| east forty cubits in |ength.

He | ooks up as Aisenn leads the first squad toward them at a slow and deliberate pace, far
too slow, Lorn decides, although he says not hing.

The heavy-set senior squad | eader reins up and | ooks at the dead serpent, then at Lorn. His

mout h opens, then cl oses, then opens again. Finally he speaks. "One of those... | have not seen
before. Nor have | heard of such."

"I'f you and the experienced | ancers haven't heard of these, | hope we don't run into nore of
them" Lorn says quietly. "It wasn't near as bad as a giant cat or a stun lizard. It was nuch
slower. You need to stay a good thirty cubits back."

"That | will renenber."” Aisenn nods, his eyes still on the snake

Lorn tenses, turning the gelding toward the bottomof the tree's crown, where the branches have
begun to rustle. "Lances ready!"

Even as the words | eave his nouth, with another rustling of branches, a half-score or nore of
ni ght | eopards bound toward the two squads. One nmount in the first squad shies sideways, and
several lancers struggle nonmentarily to bring their horses back into formation.

"Di scharge at will! Short bursts! Short bursts!”

Hsst! Hssst! Hssst!...

Short firelance bursts crisscross, formng alnost a wall against the smaller |eopards-snaller
only in conparison to the giant cats.

Before Lorn can issue another order, the firelances are silent. Eight of the | eopards are down,
dead.

Lorn turns the gelding, watching as the two surviving night |eopards sprint northward, their
paws barely touching the soil, leaving the faintest puffs of dust as they nmake their way toward a
di stant woodl ot .

"That be not good," observes Aisenn, "the Forest creatures anid the woodlots and fields of the
peopl e of Cyad."

"No," Lorn agrees, "but we have no way to track themor catch them" And forty | ancers and
firelances are not enough to deal with all that acconpanies one of the tree trunks that topple, or
are toppled, fromthe Accursed Forest across the ward-wall. "1'd be surprised if we have charges
in half the firelances."

"Mre like a third," suggests disenn

"I'f that," adds Kusyl. "And half a patrol to go yet."

"We still have to wait for the Engi neers and make sure nothing el se shows up," Lorn points out,
probably unnecessarily, but he wants the | ances spared, if possible.

"They will not soon arrive," predicts Oisenn

Lorn fears that as well. "W need to circle the crowm and go down the other side. W'll keep
t he squads together."
"Yes, ser." The quick response fromboth squad | eaders conveys definite approval of that

tactic.

Al t hough Lorn thinks he hears some rustling in the branches, he sees nothing on the slow ride
around the fallen tree. Nor do his squad | eaders or any of the | ancers see any nore aggressive
creatures.

The only aninals they see are when they circle back to the southeast side of the tree in
conpleting their circuit. The vulcrows and other carrion birds have al ready begun to feast on the
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dead serpent and the fallen night |eopards.

Lorn | ooks south toward the Accursed Forest, wondering how many nore trunks will fall across
the ward-wall in his three years at Jakaafra, and how many nore surprises |ike the giant serpent
await him
LXXVI |

Lorn wakes the next morning, just after dawn, stiff fromlying on the hard soil of the deadl and
with only a thin blanket for padding and for warnth agai nst a night that had al nost been close to
freezing. H's skull aches, both fromfatigue and froma vague nenory of dreans-dreans of white
wal I s being poured into the very earth itself, trees being scythed fromthe forests, and acid
bei ng dripped on his skin, except his skin had been the ground itself. His eyes turn south to the
bul k of the Accursed Forest, but the Forest offers no answers.

He shakes his head slowy and stretches, gingerly. He drinks nearly an entire water bottle
before he has any of the hard biscuits and cheese that conprise the energency rations. The
conbination of liquid and food seens to clear his thoughts somewhat, and he studi es the day,
seem ngly as cool as the previous one, although the wind out of the northeast has died down into
an intermttent, if cool breeze.

As Lorn is smoothing his uniformin place, w shing again that he had been able to shave, Kusyl
appears.

"The sentries say that nothing happened with the tree, ser
| eopards, no serpents."

"Good. |I'mgoing to have another | ook at the serpent. | won't be |long. Besides, there's little
enough we can do except try to keep any nore | eopards from breaking free."

Kusyl reports. "No cats, no

"Yes, ser." Kusyl's tone is not quite dubious.

"The sentries are still on duty?"

"Yes, ser."

"When | get back, we'll discuss the day-both for first and second squads."

Kusyl nods.

Lorn wal ks the five hundred cubits or so fromthe bivouac area beyond the crown of the tree
down the east side of the tangled branches. Four vulcrows flap off as the |lancer captain nears the
trunk and the dead snake. The astringent snell of crushed | eaves mixes with the odors of nusk and
death as Lorn steps closer to the charred remants of the serpent's head.

For a tine, he studies the mass of charred scal es and the bl ackened white bone show ng through
Then he studies the trunk, and then the branches. Finally, he wal ks back to where the two squad
| eaders wait. H's boots are covered with the powdered dust of salt- and chaos-killed soil even
after his short wal k.

Aisenn raises his eyebrows as if to ask why Lorn had been studying the dead serpent. Kusyl
merely waits.

"W need to maintain the guard to keep any nore creatures fromleaving the Forest or the tree
W'l | need to continue the sentry with four lancers with firelances behind him until the
engi neers arrive and fire the crown."

Bot h squad | eaders nods reluctantly.

"W won't nount anyone else until the engineers arrive, but we can rotate groups of lancers to
that streamto the north to get water for thenselves and their mounts-and to wash up if they
want . "

"Yes, ser."

"Way don't you take the first group, disenn," Lorn suggests. "You and Kusyl alternate groups
of four fromeach squad."

"As you wi sh, ser."

Lorn nods. Hi s thoughts are still on his dreans and the puzzle of the giant serpent.

"I"d Like to report that to the second squad, ser," Kusyl says.

"Of course."

Lorn does not join the rotation for washing until well after nid-day, with the last group from
t he second squad. The cool water clears his head nore, and he feels less itchy and nore
presentabl e after shaving.

It is late afternoon before two firewagons appear with the arnored cannon. The officer who
energes fromthe lead firewagon to seek Lorn is one of the captains Lorn had net when thanking
Maj er Weylt the norning Second Conpany had | eft Eastend.

Lorn rides the gelding closer and reins up, waiting.
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"Captain Lorn, Captain Strynst. Mijer Weylt sends his apol ogies, but the spring rains were too
heavy, and there was a break in the retaining walls for the Geat Canal, and he was sumoned to
assist there.”

"From East end?" Lorn asks.

"It's a distance, even by firewagon, but there aren't that nany good engi neers, and the Majer
is one of the best." Strynst smles apologetically.

"W're glad to see you," Lorn replies. "I was just surprised that he'd be called fromso far."

"There aren't that many Mrror Engineers any nore. Mst of us are here, except for the few that
are in Fyrad working on the fireships." Strynst turns and studies the trunk. "Not too bad, this
one." He gives a wy snmile. "OF course, it fell right on a ward. Happens nine tines out of ten
Bi ggest reason to believe the Accursed Forest thinks in sone way. That couldn't happen by accident-
not year after year."

"l never thought anything with the Forest was an accident.” Lorn |aughs once.

"Some | ancer officers do. Mist of themend up dead." The engi neer captain gestures toward the
upper branches three hundred cubits northward. "Have nany creatures runni ng | oose?"

Lorn's eyes follow the gesture nonentarily, then fix back on the engineer. "Two giant cats, one
serpent, and a pack of night |eopards. Wul crows, of course."

"A serpent? Never heard of one of those."

"It's a big one," Lorn says, gesturing in the general direction of the crowm. "Forty cubits,
maybe | onger. Two cubits thick."

"We'| | take a | ook when we fire the crowns." The captain pauses. "You get all the creatures?”

"One giant cat and two of the |eopards escaped. There wasn't any real way to catch them"

"There never is once they |eave the trees and get past the lancers. Until sone hol der gets
killed trying to protect his stock or kills them because they get cornered in a pen or sonething."

Strynst shakes his head. "M ght as well get started. Pull your nen back, and we'll set up the
firecannon.”

"They're all back at the crown area now, Captain. | thought it would be better to set up there
to keep any nore creatures from breaking | oose. If you want, | can nove sone up here."

"A hal f-score-behind the firewagons," Strynst suggests.

"I''I'l have themthere shortly." Lorn turns the gelding and rides back north, know ng, again,
fromthe order-chaos patterns that he feels and cannot yet fully explain, that nothing nore will
occur. Not with this fallen trunk.

"Thank you." Strynst turns and wal ks back to the firewagon. Lorn turns the gelding, letting the
horse walk slowy toward the waiting |l ancers. He takes a deep breath. Spring has just barely
begun.

LXXVI I']

The bright md-norning Iight of spring is pouring through the wi ndow of the inner Mrror Lancer
study as Lorn struggles with the last lines of his |atest patrol report. He | ooks it over once
nore, then signs it and | ooks up at the closed door, beyond which is the enpty outer study.

Theoretically, he has the day off, as a stand-down period, but if he does not use part of the
day to catch up on the reports and the letters to the families of the fallen lancers, it will be
anot her ei ghtday before he can, and then he will have twice as much to wite, with a nmenory far
| ess fresh.

After he sets aside the patrol report to let the ink dry, he picks up the next sheet of paper
to begin the sunmmary reports that will go to Majer Maran in Geliendra-carried by the next
firewagon of the Mrror Engineers. In one patrol, Second Conpany has dealt with two breaches of
the ward-wall by the fallen trees-a giant stun lizard, sonmething |like four giant cats, three packs
of night |leopards, and a giant serpent-and lost five |ancers.

Lorn dislikes nentioning the nunber of creatures that escaped, but does, since all the reports
inthe file do so, even if the format does not necessarily require such. But, as Lorn knows, what
is required and what is expected are not always the sane. After finishing that scroll, he lays it
by the first, and then begins witing the scroll he dislikes.

...with great sadness | nust informyou that... was killed while performng his duties as a Mrror
Lancer. He died in protecting the land that he served and | oved fromthe continual dangers of the
Accursed Forest....

After five such letters, Lorn finally picks up the other scroll, the seal ed one that has been
waiting for him
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Rather, it is addressed to: Lancer Captain, Northend, Jakaafra. The seal is blank nmaroon wax,
wit hout even an initial on the glob that holds the scroll closed. Lorn breaks it, unrolls the
m ssive, and begins to read.

Honor ed Capt ai n:

| amwiting this scroll on behalf of my family, and ny brother in particular. They have
suf fered great depredations as a result of the failure of the Mrror Lancers at Jakaafra to
destroy wild creatures fromthe Accursed Forest....

Last eightday, a black | eopard entered the sheep pen and dragged off a prize ewe, two nights in
a row. The day follow ng, ny brother found dead a bullock he had been fattening for market. Little
was | eft, save the head and bones. The prints in the ground were of a cat whose size could scarce
be i magi ned. .

I amfortunate in that | do not require livestock for nmy livelihood, but all too many in and
around Jakaafra will not survive in winter, save in despair and poverty, unless these awful
creatures are destroyed. ..

What ever needs be done, we beseech you do so...

The signature reads: Kylynzar

Lorn takes a deep breath. So... now he nust worry about sacrificing even nore |ancers to save
cows and sheep-or possibly save those farmanimals. O can he task Juist with rooting them out?
How? He takes a second breath, considering that the victins could have been children as easily as
I'ivest ock.

Yet... he has not had enough charged firelances or enough lancers to kill and contain all the
ni ght | eopards and giant cats they had faced, |let alone the giant serpent.

He frowns, catching hinself. Know ng what he knows, he has not been able to do such. WII he
have to? He worries his lips. He certainly has no intention of attacking every stun lizard with
but a sabre or trying to chase down gi ant cats.

The serpent still preys on him Setting aside the scroll for a nonent, he searches for the
patrol manual that Majer Maran had provi ded. Wien he finally pulls it fromthe single desk drawer,
he flips the pages slowy, going all the way through the volunme. Not finding what he seeks, he
starts on the first page and begins to scan each page, if quickly.

When he has conpl eted a second search, he sets the manual down slowly. There are no references
to serpents. The nanual lists the dangers fromthe night |eopards, fromgiant cats, fromthe stun
l'izards, even froma kind of tortoise Lorn has never seen, and from vul crows and the circul ar
nests of giant paper wasps-wasps as long as a man's index finger. The captain w nces at that
t hought, and resolves to keep that possibility in mind with the next fallen trunk

Lorn had not seen teeth in the serpent's jaws, nor had the serpent actually attacked the
| ancers. Yet it could have swall owed a | ancer

Lorn fingers his chin and gl ances down at the scroll he nmust answer- or send back to Mjer
Maran. He |likes neither alternative.

Finally, he begins to wite....

Honor ed ser

| appreciate the nagnitude of the calamties which have befallen you and your famly and your
brother....

...do the best that we can, but Second Conpany patrols a wall ninety-nine kays in length with
but two score | ancers.

... At the time of your difficulties, we were opposing the Accursed Forest and killed near-on a
score of creatures, including four giant cats, two packs of the black night |eopards and a gi ant

stun lizard... in these endeavors in which five lancers lost their lives it nay have been possible
that some creatures did escape, but not through the lack of effort or the unwillingness of |ancers
to die to protect the fol k of Cyador... and we will continue to do our best in this struggle...

Wth all best wi shes and heart-felt condol ences..

After the third scroll dries, Lorn locks all eight responses into his chest, since there is no
way to send them at the noment, and since he may reconsider his wording of the |ast response.

He cl oses the door and wal ks down the enpty corridor, turning at the cross-corridor and going
t hrough the doubl e doors to the courtyard of the compound. The courtyard is al so enpty, since
Juist is patrolling the roads sonewhere thirty kays to the north, as Lorn recalls.

On the other side of the courtyard, the stable doors are open, and Lorn steps inside.

"You're about early, ser," offers Suforis, the thin-faced blond stabl eboy, scurrying up to the
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| ancer captain, "that be, for a stand-down day." He glances toward the stall that holds Lorn's
gelding. "You're not going to ride himfar, ser?"

"Only to Jakaafra."”

"He'll do for that. The farrier'll be here after your next patrol, ser

"How many of the mounts need new shoes?"

"Could be a half-score, ser. Not as bad as undercaptain Juist's mounts; they ride the roads,
nostly, and it's hard on 'em He needs nost of the spare nmounts."

Lorn nods, then asks, "You said that you were allowed to ride the spares for exercise?"

"Have to, ser. And Undercaptain Juist, he uses ne as a nessenger, at tines."

"You're good at it, I'd bet," Lorn answers. "I might ask you to do that, as well, except it's
for me to send scrolls to order things. Could you do that, say for a copper a scroll-carry themto
a factor in Jakaafra?"

"Did that for Captain Meisyl, half copper each." Suforis grins.

"So a copper would be fine." Lorn grins back. "Now. .. If you' d saddle the gelding."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn does not wait |ong before the stabl eboy returns.

"You best be riding easy, ser," cautions Suforis, after |eading the saddl ed gelding out to
Lorn.

"I will." Lorn smles at the earnest young nan.

The I ancer captain lets the gelding set his own pace. It is not as though Lorn is in that much
of a hurry, although it is far later than he had intended to get back in touch with Dustyn the
factor. Then, when has he had any stand-down days to do so before this?

The air has warned fromthe previous two days, but a |light breeze fromthe east remains, naking
riding confortable. Green has suffused the shoots in the fields, and the winter-gray | eaves
retained by the trees in the woodl ots and orchards have turned deep green, while the fresh | eaves
are a lighter and nore intense shade. The apple trees in one orchard al ready show white bl ossonmns,
al t hough the pearapples' linbs are near-bare yet, with winter-gray |eaves still furled.

The gel ding's hoofs tap-click on the granite stones of the road, a snooth way, but narrow, only
ten cubits wide. Twice Lorn goes onto the grassy shoul der to pass wagons headed for the town. He
nods politely to both drivers, and both nod back, sonberly, without speaking.

Al t hough the town is supposedly only five kays fromthe conmpound, it is nearly m d-norning when
the gelding brings Lorn to where the houses begin to gather together, past the kaystone announcing
the town lies yet one kay farther. Lorn rides past the yellow brick houses, each with the green
ceram c exterior privacy screens, and the trimed privacy hedges that circle rear porticos. Mst
of the green shutters are open. Wth all the dwellings of one story, to Lorn, Jakaafra seens
sonmething less than a town, if nore than a hanl et

The single square in the mdst of Jakaafra is small, nerely an open, stone-paved expanse no
nore than a hundred cubits on a side. Lorn rides slowy around the square, making a full circuit
before his eyes light on a building on a short lane just off the square. There is a narrow
storefront, above which is a green barrel. Lorn hopes that the green barrel is the synbol for a
factor in spirits and liquids. It should be, since Dustyn's scroll had indicated he was "off the
square. "

Wth a smile, Lorn guides the gelding to the granite hitching post bel ow the narrow porch, and
ties his mount to the bronze ring, slightly tarnished. He steps onto the porch and through the
single doors and finds hinself in a small room bare except for a counter, behind which no one
stands, but on which is a handbell. Lorn rings it. "Comng..."

Lorn waits, but no one appears. Finally, he rings it again.

"...said | was a'conming." The curtain behind the counter is drawn back and a nman appears a span
or two taller than Lorn. His straight brown hair is pulled back and held by an ornate silver clip

"I said... oh, Captain, didn't know as it was you. Captain Lorn, | take it, since you'd be the
only Mrror Lancer captain around, and today being your stand-down day, |'d wager, seeing as you
woul dn't be here on any other day...."

Lorn laughs. "I"'mCaptain Lorn." He lifts his hand and shows the seal ring.

"And |I'm Dustyn, factor in spirits and liquids, only one north of the Accursed Forest, only one
"tween here and the barbarians, 'tween here and the Westhorns...." Dustyn bows. "If you woul d
acconpany ne, honored captain.”

As he follows Dustyn through the narrow curtained archway, Lorn wonders why he is an the
"honored" captain, but he follows the older man along a corridor and down the narrow brick steps
to a cool cellar. Against one wall is a long platform on which rest kegs and barrels of differing
sizes, nade of staves of various woods. On the adjoining wall are racks containing hundreds of
bottl es.
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Before the racks are three wooden crates and two baskets.

"You see... we have two cases of the Al afraan and one of the Fhynyco...." Dustyn lifts both
hands theatrically. "And of course, the two baskets of dry goods we accepted on your behal f, as
they were so small."

Lorn nods. The baskets are snall, no nore than two cubits long and slightly less than a cubit
in dianmeter-snmall enough to be fastened behind his saddle. He extends silver to the factor. "I
appreci ate your care." He smiles. "You did well to treat with Ryalor House. It is small... but not
wi t hout influence.”

Dustyn offers a |lopsided snile in return. "lIndeed, ser. | know some who trade with both the

Yuryan Clan and the Dyjani, and ny inquiries, always discreet, you understand, they have returned
the words to ne that the Ryal or House is honest and returns value." Dustyn shifts his weight from
foot to foot nervously.

"Al kinds of value?" suggests Lorn

"Ah... yes, ser."

"I will put in a good word for you, Dustyn." The |ancer captain sniles. "Perhaps we could work

out something." He pauses. "I would rather not accept all these bottles at one tine, and you do
have sone storage here."

"Yes, ser." Dustyn's snile |loses its nervous edge. "If you would wish a few bottles every
eightday... for a small fee...."

"How smal | ?" asks Lorn warily.

"Very small-a half copper an ei ghtday?"

"We have an agreenent."” Lorn extends another silver. "This should accommobdate you until fall
should it not?"

"Yes, ser."

"Do you know a hol der nanmed Kyl ynzar?" asks Lorn. "From sonmewhere around here?"

"Kylynzar? Yes, ser. A nost respected man. He holds much land to the north, in the red hills,
and he grows nelons, and some of themhe turns into the gold nelon brandy. It is good brandy,
t hough nost in Jakaafra prefer the rice beer or the ale.”

"Hrmm .. do you have a bottle of the brandy?"

"I have several... nore than several."

Lorn nods. "I have a suggestion. | will be sending a scroll to soneone | know at Ryal or House
You can maeke those arrangenents, can you not?"

"I't would have to acconpany some goods... or for a fee...."

"The gol den nelon brandy. | woul d suggest sending a snmall case to Ryalor House. A gold in
shi ppi ng?"

"Ah... yes, ser, and a gold for a half-score of the smaller bottles."

Lorn nods, and extends two gol ds, hoping he will not need to spend nmuch nore for at | east
several eightdays, when his next stipend as a |ancer captain arrives. "Consider it done. You send

my scroll-you will receive it tonorrow or the next day-with the shipnent back to Ryal or House."
"Yes, ser."
"And for that, Dustyn, you could spare nme one snall bottle of the golden brandy to go with the
Al afraan and Fhynyco | will take with me, could you not?" Lorn snmiles winningly. "If | like it,

and Ryal or House likes it, you might find nore trade with them"
"A bottle | could spare."” Dustyn's smile is half-relieved, half-speculative
"And you know that Ryal or House respects confidences, and expects its confidences to be kept?"

"Ah... yes, ser... nmany have said such."
"Just so we understand each other."
"Yes, ser."

Lorn gives up a last silver. "For your assistance and continuing efforts, Dustyn." He thinks
the conbination of inplied | ash and honey will keep the factor dealing honestly, and his own
rudi mentary truthreading skills indicate that Dustyn has not lied to himor tried to deceive him

Lorn does need to borrow sonme cord to fasten the straw padded sack with the brandy and w ne and
the two baskets to the gelding, and he ties them securely behind his saddle.

Wth a nod and a wave, he turns the gel ding back toward the conpound. Concentrating on all that
must be done, his thoughts flicking fromone problemto another, the return ride seens far
shorter.

Once he is back in his quarters, with the three bottles of w ne-one of Fhynyco and two of
Al afraan-and the brandy sitting on his small desk, he opens the brandy and pours a finger w dth of
it into his nug.

Then he sniffs it, slowy. The arona barely holds the scent of nelon, and there is a deeper and
warner flavor there. He takes a sip, and cannot help but smile. If Ryalor House can arrange
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matters quietly, there will be nmore golds fromthe brandy. If...

Then... all of life holds its ifs.

Lorn bends down and opens the first basket. On top is a set of snallclothes, and then a
I i ght wei ght sunmer shimrercloth Lancer tunic. Under that is a second set of smallclothes. Wthin
the second set is a folded and seal ed paper. He sniles and sets aside the clothing for the words
witten in Ryalth's bold script.

My dearest captain,
As prom sed, here are sone goods that may be of value in the seasons ahead.

Much gossip cane of the death of Shevelt. | believe that occurred after you departed. The
Dyjani Can offered its respects to the new heir, in golds. They al so presented an exquisite
Hanori an tapestry. At the nonment, all is calm

Ryal or House suffered sone | oss when the Redwi nd Courser foundered in a stormin the Gulf, but
not so nmuch as many, and recouped some of that in other trades...

Lorn nods. \Wile he had hoped the ship would I ast for a few voyages, he had warned Ryalth, and
she had acted accordingly. He would like to wait to respond to Ryalth, to take tine to answer
properly, but time he does not have, not when he will ride out on the norrow for another patro

out and back, another eightday before he can send a scroll in a manner he knows will reach its
destination with far | ess chance of being read than sending it through the |ancer courier system
Still... he had the forethought to nake arrangenents with Dustyn- the forethought, and the

I uck, he rem nds hinself.

Bel ow t he garnments, and wapped in heavy oiled | eather are several other packages-some cheeses,
dried fruits, and nuts. The second basket holds a package of fine |linen paper, three bottles of
ink, and a cupridiumtipped pen that has clearly come froma craftsman. Concealed in the niddle of
the paper are ten golds. Also at the bottom of the second basket are nore dried fruits and nuts.

Lorn sniles at the clear rem nder that he is expected to wite, and at the suggestion that the
golds are to be used to ensure such missives arrive.

Once he has enptied the baskets and stored their goods, Lorn lights the lanmp in the bracket
above the desk, seats hinmself, and begins to wite, using the new pen and ink

My dearest |ady trader

Thank you for the Al afraan and the Fhynyco... and for all the manner of fine goods you have
sent. You are truly amazing.... | have nade arrangenents, through Dustyn the factor, to send you a
smal | case of a gold nelon brandy. Dustyn recommended it, and | have tried one bottle. It has a
good and nellow taste, strong as it is, and |'ve never seen it before. Perhaps it m ght prove
useful and profitable as an itemto sell to the Austrans or Hanorians....

| al so suggest you look into the tinmber gleaned fromthe Accursed Forest. It's carried down the
Great Canal and sold to coastal traders and Hanorians... wouldn't be surprised if it made good
shi pbuil ding tinber, but couldn't tell you why. The Brystans might be interested...

Lorn pauses, hol ding the pen, wi shing he could offer her nore insight, for it seens that is al
he can offer in these days. Finally, he adds a few nore lines and closes it.

From your faithful partner, one nost appreciative of the clothing, the sustenance, and the
wines and the spirit in which they were all conveyed.

He lays that scroll aside for the ink to dry while he begins the second, al so overdue, to his
famly, but that will go through the | ancer courier system where it will doubtless be read, and
will say little that is not expected.

It was a long trip to Jakaafra, and it has taken sone time to becone familiar with all that it
necessary here. My i medi ate senior officer, Majer Maran, is nost friendly, and rem nds ne of ny
ol d school -nmate Dettaur. ...

Only Jerial will understand the full neaning of that.... and his nother...

...patrols here different fromthose in Isahl... we ride three days, have a day of stand-down,
then ride three nore- unless there is a problem ... Jakaafra is the smallest of the conpounds
around the Forest.... | have net sone Mrror Engineers and am devel opi ng great respect for their
wor K. . .
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After he adds nore pleasantries, and allows the second scroll to dry, Lorn seals both scrolls
and sets themon the corner of the desk, for dispatch, in their differing ways, in the norning.

Then, he stands and stretches, before noving to the wardrobe, and slipping the chaos gl ass out
and setting it upon his desk. He frowns. He has only felt one nagus screeing himsince he cane to
Jakaafra. Does the Forest inhibit such? Or does no one care about his actions in distant eastern
Cyador ?

Layi ng the gl ass on the gol den-aged white oak, Lorn concentrates on the silvered glass, trying
to call up the image of Ryalth. The mists appear, and swirl for what seens an inordinately |ong
tinme, but they do clear and present an inmage.

A red-haired woman wal ks al ong Second Harbor Way in the fading light of early evening.
Abruptly, her step hesitates and she turns. For a nonment, Lorn looks full into the face in the
glass, then lets the inmage go. He does not wi sh to disturb her-not too nuch.

His forehead is beaded with sweat fromthat short effort, and he can tell he will need
practice, nuch nore practice.

What of Maran? He shakes his head.

Then he snmiles and concentrates on recalling Dustyn the factor

When the mists clear, Lorn finds hinself blushing, for Dustyn is within a bedchanber, and not
alone. He quickly allows that image to fade.

Does the Forest inhibit a chaos gl ass?

He concentrates on the last tree trunk that had fallen across the ward-wall, trying to recal
the | ocation near the m dpoint chaos tower and even the shape of the trunk that remai ned after the
engi ne captain had fired the crown.

The mists take far, far longer to clear, and Lorn can feel the heat pouring fromhis brow, but
he continues to seek the image.

Finally, he is rewarded with an inage. Four wagons flank a trunk that appears half what it had
been. A score of men | abor with shimrering |long saws. Lorn tries to shift the inmage to see beyond
the wall, but nothing appears except a black-silver curtain. He tries again.

H s head feels light, and tiny stars flash before his eyes. He sits on the edge of his narrow
bed until the flashing and di zzi ness subsi de. Then he stands and replaces the glass in the
war dr obe.

He needs to find sonething to eat. He reclains the opened brandy bottle and steps out into the
corridor, turning and | ocking his door. Then he starts for the dining area, where he knows he can
find bread and cheese, at |east. Perhaps Juist has returned and will |ike some of the brandy.

Lorn shrugs, sniling. The day has not gone that badly, and he does not have to think of the
nmorrow s patrol. Not yet.

LXXI X

The spring-like breeze gusts past Lorn as the lancer captain rides along the perineter road just
north of white granite structure that holds the northwest m dpoint chaos tower-the tower that Lorn
i s convinced has not operated perhaps in several years. The gelding's hoofs barely tap on the
snooth granite of the road, and the faint chirping of insects in the fields to his left
occasionally lifts above the sighing of the wind in the meadow grass that is already knee-high

t here.

Wth the breeze, Lorn feels cooler, and the perspiration he has blotted fromhis forehead does
not return, not until the breeze dies down. To his right, the second squad continues riding
forward in their line abreast formation, |ooking for signs of any Forest incursions, but in the
three patrols since the last fallen tree, there have been no shoots or any additional fallen
trees.

Behind Lorn's saddle is fastened a second sabre in a battered sheath. Al the men know it is
there, and none remark upon it, not after seeing that their captain had lost his first sabre
battling a stun lizard. Yet that is not why Lorn carries it. He can sense the dark order within
the cupridium forged-exterior of the blade, and he knows that, in sone instances, it will have
greater effect against the order-backed attacks and creatures of the Accursed Forest, for it has
beconme all too clear that the Forest enploys linked order and chaos, and that such is far nore
ef fective than either order or chaos al one. Wiere and how of the exact circunstances-he is |ess
certain.

He readjusts his garrison cap

"Going to be a hot sunmer, ser," Kusyl says, raising his voice to cross the stretch of road
that separates the two nen. "All the signs point to it, every one. Wtly says the grapes are
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coming in early, and not a late frost to nip 'em either. Melons, too, and even the redberries are
fruiting early."”

"I hope it's not as hot as the Grass Hills," Lorn answers with a laugh. "I could do without
that."

"No, ser. Nothing that hot. Maybe feels hotter here, though, 'cause the air's danper, you
know. " Kusyl gestures to his left, toward the silent bulk of the Accursed Forest. "Always rains
nore around the Forest. Be why folk live here, even worrying 'bout the creatures.” The junior
squad | eader pauses, then asks, "Heard any nore about the big cats?"

"Every so often, | get a scroll conplaining that a bullock or a sheep's been killed. | try to
explain."

"They should be out here, looking at one of themtrunks after it falls. Gve "ema rea
different | ook at things. Wager none of them be pensioned | ancers."

A murmur rises fromthe lancer fifty cubits to Kusyl's left, one that Lorn barely hears, and
Kusyl does not. "...such a man as a pensioned |lancer... not Paradise likely!"

"I"'msure they're not," Lorn answers across the ten cubits between them "I doubt a pensioned
| ancer would stay too close to the ward-wall."

Kusyl | aughs. "Not ne. Be going back to Kynstaar, | am when that day cones. Open a tavern
there, and take golds fromlancer officers."

Lorn sniles.

Ahead is the place where the last tree had fallen, but, as Majer Weylt had told himeightdays
before, there is no sign that a Forest tree had ever toppled across the ward-wall. The wi nd has
filled in the depressions in the deadland with | oose salty soil and carried away the sawdust.
Poorer peasants have crept out into the deadl and at dawn and at twilight and carried off the
remai ni ng branches for firewood. And the wind and the insects have renoved the | eaves. To the
south, Lorn can discern no noticeable gap in the huge trunks that conprise a second wall behind
the ward-wall itself.

It is alnost as though no tree had ever fallen across the ward-wall

Except... Lorn recalls that there are dead | ancers, strange animals roam ng the northern | ands
of Cyad, and farmaninmals killed and dragged off into the dark. And he knows that other trees wll
fall, as falls the rain, as bl ows the w nd.

LXXX

In the bright Iight supplied by the wall |anmps and their polished cupridiumreflectors that are
unnecessary for those within the chanber, First Magus Chyenfel noves deliberately, al nost
cautiously, to the arnchair beside the desk in the austere study on the uppernost |evel of the
tower that crowns the Quarter of the Magi'i. It is a tower in nanme only, for it rises but five

| evel s, far less inposing than the Pal ace of Light-except to the Senior Lectors of the Magi'i and
those who know what transpires within the Quarter. Silently, Chyenfel'elth seats hinself, then
waits for the Second Magus to take the chair before the desk

"Ser?" asks Kharl'elth. "You do not sunmon often in the evening."

"When | amtired, and |l ess on guard? You are right. | do not." A snile appears and vani shes. "I
wi sh to know why you di scourage Captai n- Commander Luss fromvoicing his support of the sleep-ward
project to the Mjer-Comuander, and why you have |ikew se di scouraged the Enperor's Merchanter
Advi sor . "

Kharl smles warmly, his green eyes dancing. "I have said not one word against this effort. Not
one word against it to anyone, ser."

Chyenfel offers a dramatic sigh. "That is the sanme as discouraging it, and we both know it.
have held ny counsel, believing that we had tine, and that in the fullness of that tine, the need
woul d become obvi ous w t hout having to raise one's voice or the power of the Magi'i."

"That was wi se, ser, for the replenishnent towers here in the Quarter may fail soon, if one by
one, and the barbarian attacks are increasing, requiring nore firelances, and nore charges for
those lances." Kharl's words are bland. "As you know, | fear the barbarians nore than the Accursed
Forest."

"Failing to deal with the Accursed Forest may be wise for a season or so, perchance, even a
year, but not longer." The sungold eyes of the First Magus | ock upon the green eyes of the Second
Magus, which carry but a shade of the sungold sheen. "Yet you know as do | that the ward-wall on
the northeast side of the Accursed Forest is barely holding, and that we have | ost yet another
chaos-tower there."

"I have read the reports fromthe Mrror Engineers that have suggested such." Kharl shrugs
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of f handedly. "We both understand the dangers. Yet we do not wish to incur the Enperor's

di spl easure-or that of the Mjer-Comrander of Lancers-by limting further the chaos charges we
supply to the Mrror Lancers. O by reducing the nunber of firewagons that travel the H ghways of
Cyador. W have already limted the use of towwagons on the Great Canal."

The First Magus waits.

"That is why we... intimated that Captain Lorn-or should | say, Lorn'elth?-be assigned such
patrols on the northeast ward-wall border." Kharl brushes back a stray reddish hair, al nost
absently, yet affectedly. "He is likely to be... nore effective.”

Chyenfel "elth's mouth sniles, but his sungold eyes are politely intent, never |eaving the
Second Magus. "That was indeed wise, Kharl, if not precisely for the reasons you discussed wth
Capt ai n- Commander Luss."

"We also need the tine to ensure your project works," Kharl continues, "and that is another
reason why | have not yet pressed for its inplenentation. Al the while, the ward-wall mnust seem
as strong as ever until we are nost certain we can conplete your project.”

"1 al nost believe you, honored Second Magus." Chyenfel steeples his long delicate fingers
before him

"Are you convinced it will work, ser?" asks Kharl abruptly. "This great project of which you
speak to the Enperor so intently?"

"Conpl etely? No. But it matters not. If it does not work, then Cyad is better served by know ng
such while other chaos towers yet remain. There will be no towers in a generation, and only a
handful of firelances charged by the |aborious concentration of the scattering of first-Ileve
adepts. Each year will find but a few score cupridium bl ades produced to hold back the barbarians
of the north." The sungold eyes flare. "You know this. The risk is worth it." Anironic smle
follows. "Except to those who wish to seize power nowor in the poor handful of years to cone."

"l have never opposed you, ser." The warmsnile plays once nore across Kharl's face.

"But... knowing how | can truthread you, nmost honored Second Magus, you are nost careful of
what you say, and how you say it."

"As are you, ser," replies Kharl. "As are we all."

"Again, you are nobst accurate, Kharl, npbst accurate. | would that you consider turning your
consi derabl e charm and judgnent to support what we nust do to confine the Accursed Forest for nore
than the handful of years left to the chaos towers and their crystal wards."

"I hear, honored First Magus, and | wll begin."

A faint smle once nore appears on Chyenfel's lips, and he rises to signify the nmeeting is at
an end.

Kharl also rises, and his smle could be a mirror of that on the lips of the First Magus.

Nei t her the sungol d eyes nor those of dancing green with the intermttent gold cast bear any
senbl ance of a snile.

LXXXI

The waystation is silent, under an early sumrer sky so cloudless, dark, and still that not even
the stars overhead twi nkle. Lorn does not | ook skyward as he slips silently across the granite
stones of the courtyard to the small side postern that is neither |ocked nor guarded. Waring the
Brystan sabre on his right hip, in addition to his lancer sabre on his left, Lorn slides into the
shadows, nelding with them as he opens the gate and departs, walking silently southward on the
stone wal kway that flanks the walls.

Once clear of the walls, he places his boots as quietly as possible on the dry deadl and soil
for he woul d rather not take the narrow road that |leads fromthe front gates of the waystation

past the perinmeter road and inward to the ward-wall. Even so, his steps carry himsteadily through
the darkness toward the ward-wall and the presence that |oons behind the whitened granite and the
chaos-net that flares above it-a net unseen except by the Magi'i-and a | ancer who remai ns magus.

He stops on the inner wall road, where he studies the subtly glowi ng granite, the chaos net,
and the deep twi ning of black order and gol den-red chaos. He wonders agai n how sonet hi ng t hat
i ncorporates such chaos can be as evil as the Magi'i have depicted. Yet there is no denying the
aninosity that the forest creatures have toward the engineers and the lancers. O is it exactly
ani nosity?

"Do you want to try this?" he murrmurs to hinself, knowi ng as he does that merely continuing as
a skillful lancer is not enough. After winter and spring, with sunmer continuing the sane pattern
of scattered Forest shoots and too many fallen trees, and escaping creatures too swift and
numer ous and dangerous for the nunbers of |ancers and firelances in Second Conpany, he knows that
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sooner or later, he will make a mistake that will be fatal-or that could be, and he has no wish to
trust his future to fate al one.

He unsheathes the Brystan sabre, holding it before him Then... Lorn concentrates, nuch as he
once did in transferring chaos fromthe tower in the Quarter of the Magi'i to the chaos cells that
power the firewagons of Cyad. Except this time, he nerely shifts that energy away froma single
ward, in order to create an unshuttered w ndow or a door tenporarily open-to the Accursed Forest.

Wth the fading of the small section of chaos-net, Lorn can fully sense the power-the white
chaos and dark order of the Forest that is greater in its own way than the conbi ned energy of the
all the chaos towers that weave the chaos web that holds the Forest within its bounds. And he
under st ands, and he shudders.

A dark | ance flares through the window in the ward-wall, straight at Lorn, attacking the |ancer-
magus as if he were the Forest's gaol er

Lorn lifts the Brystan sabre, lifting untested chaos-order shields, shields he has practiced
only in private since leaving the Quarter of the Magi'i, and letting the ordered iron within the
cupridiumcatch the Forest's bolt of order-chaos... catch and turn it upward into a flare that
fl ashes upwards.

Nonet hel ess, he staggers, and with his staggering releases his hold on the chaos diversions,
and the chaos-net surges back, confining the Forest.

Lorn's face burns, and sweat drips fromhis forehead. He has been fool hardy... and survived by
luck, and his own | ack of chaos control. He snothers a bitter |augh, know ng he has barely begun
to understand what he nust |earn

As he wal ks back through the darkness he gl ances at the sabre once nmore. Wthin the shimering
cupridiumis a core of ordered iron-and iron that feels darker, alnost black, and far stronger
than either the original wought material iron of the blade or of the comparabl e cupridium]lancer
sabre that remains in his scabbard.

A faint glow surrounds the Brystan sabre. Lorn sheathes it carefully and wal ks even nore
silently and circuitously back toward the side gate from whence he had departed. Overhead, the
stars have begun to twinkle once nore with the slight breeze that helps to cool his fevered
count enance.

Lorn slides through the shadows, and is wal king across the courtyard, alnbst to the courtyard
door that will lead to his quarters.

"Ser! That you, Captain?"

Foot steps cross the stones, and Lorn hears the hiss of a drawn sabre.

"Yes. | just wanted sonme air. It's all right." Lorn lets the lantern show his face.

"Ah... yes, ser." The sabre is sheathed. "You see that, ser?"

"See what?" Lorn tenporizes.

"Been so quiet... then there was this flash out by the wall. | thought nmaybe another of those
big trees falling. But nothing happened. Thought | heard footsteps, you know, but there was just a
gl ow moving by the wall, and it vani shed."

"You can't ever tell with the Accursed Forest,"” Lorn points out, truthfully.

"No, ser. Sorry to bother you, ser." The lantern is | owered.

"It's not a problem |'mglad you're watching for us." Lorn inclines his head, though he doubts
the | ancer can see the gesture fully. "I'"mgoing to turn in. W still have a long ride tonorrow. "
And again the day after, and the day after that-and for who knows how many nore days and seasons
of trees falling and creatures escapi ng.

LXXXI |

Under high but thick gray clouds, Lorn watches as Oisenn orders his squad into the |ine abreast
formation that runs inward fromthe perineter road toward the Iine already forned by Kusyl's
second squad. The heavy squad |l eader's voice is firmand carries, yet Lorn finds hinmself watching
the senior squad | eader nore and nore, trying never turning his back on the man at any tinme when
firelances are in readi ness. Even so, there have been a few times when Lorn has forgotten, and
sooner or later, that will create problens.

Lorn reaches forward and pats the gelding, grateful that his nount has proven nore trustworthy
than all too many people in Cyador. Lorn frowns at his thought. It is not that so many have proven
untrustworthy; it is that his observations, and those of his father, have shown that so nany will
prove untrustworthy. The gelding is what the gelding is, unlike people who change in response to
their perceptions of events that may benefit or threaten their power.

He gl ances toward the clouds that do not seemto prom se rain. Second Conpany has but one nore
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day's patrol before reaching the conmpound at Jakaafra-and the two full days off they receive after
every fourth conplete patrol to Eastend and back

As he turns the gelding northwest on the wall road, Lorn studies the white-granite wall to his
| eft. The chaos-flows are once nore irregular- the response to his efforts of two nights before?
O another fallen tree? O both?

A faint smle crosses his |ips.

There will be another tree trunk down. That he knows. And there will be nore wild creatures-and
anot her day on station before the Mrror Engineers arrive.

"Was it worth it?" he nurnurs.

"Ser, you speaking to ne?" asks Kusyl fromthe other side of the wall road to his right.

"No, Kusyl. | was thinking out loud. How I'Il be glad when we finally get back to Jakaafra."

"You and ne, too, ser. Been a long sumrer, and it's hardly been two ei ghtdays since it even
started."

Lorn nods. WII he ever see the ripening-of pears and praise-or of anything for which he has
silently worked?

LXXXI I

The four officers sit around the small table in the dining area at the Jakaafra conmpound. Only a
single lanp on the wall is lit, illumnating the table but dimy, to Lorn's advantage. Lorn takes
a sip of the Fhynyco, then glances across the table at Gebynet, the Mrror Engi neer majer, on his
way t hrough on one of the periodic inspections of the chaos tower that |lies just beyond the
compound. To Lorn's left is Captain Ilryk, a tall and blond officer, with a high forehead and an
angul ar face and pointed chin. After a nmonment, Lorn's eyes travel to Undercaptain Juist, sitting
to Lorn's left. "How do you like it?"

"Good!" The stocky Juist takes a solid swall ow

An enigmatic smle curls onto Ilryk's |lips, but he does not offer an opinion

"It's better than Byrdyn," admts Gebynet, after a nore refined sip, and another sniff of the
bouquet. "How did you get it here?"

"I have sone contacts with nmerchanter houses," Lorn admts. "They have been kind enough to ship
sone items to a factor in Jakaafra."

"You don't look or act like you cone froma nmerchanter clan," Juist states bluntly.

"l don't," Lorn says easily, taking what appears to be a deep swallow, but is not, nore like a
bare sip. "I just know a few people, and Captain Misyl suggested that it would be wi se to order
in a few bottles of a decent wine for tinmes |ike these." He | aughs. "Few enough that they are with
each of us gone off sonme place or another nobst days and nights."

"True," adnmits Cebynet.

"As | amwhen | am here," says Ilryk, who commands the Fifth Forest Patrol Company based in
Westend. As Lorn patrols the northeast ward-wall, so does Ilryk patrol the northwest wall.

"We're all riding somewhere nost of the tinme," Juist says after another swallow from his gobl et
of Fhynyco. "Leastw se, none of you have to chase bandits."

"I think, Juist," offers Ilryk sardonically, "Captain Lorn and | would prefer the handful of
bandits to facing stun lizards, giant cats, and night |eopards. The bandits fear firelances and
| ancers, and fight seldom"”

"Mbst days... we ride longer," counters Juist.

"Through nore pleasant surroundi ngs,"” suggests |Ilryk.

Cebynet | aughs. "I've heard this before, and you two won't change. |I'd rather enjoy the
Fhynyco, if you don't nmind."

Ilryk smiles, still sardonically, while Juist |looks at this enpty goblet mournfully.

Lorn half-fills the undercaptain's goblet, then addresses the Engineer majer. "Do you have to
do nore inspections when they send Majer Weylt off to work on the Great Canal ? O do they send him
sonetimes and you ot her tinmes?"

"We do different things beside maintaining the chaos towers. Last year, after the storns, |
spent al nost a season in Fyrad, repairing the trading piers there." Gebynet sips nore of the w ne.
"Rat her good vintage, captain."”

Lorn swal | ows obviously, then lifts the second bottle. "You should have sone nore. No sense in

letting the bottles stand unused."” He refills both goblets and appears to refill his own as well.
"Not these days."
"You been having a lot of fallen trees, | hear," offers Juist.

"Have the | ocal people been conplaining to you about the escaped creatures?" Lorn's snile is
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crooked.

"We did get a night |eopard |ast eightday, out east of here,"’
mel on grower happy."”

"Kylynzar, |1'd wager," Lorn suggests.

Il ryk shakes his head. "It would be that one."

"How did you know?" asks Juist, glancing fromllryk to Lorn.

"He's been witing scrolls to me." Lorn rolls his eyes, letting his words slur ever so
slightly. "He wishes us to make sure that no creatures escape fromthe Accursed Forest. None at
all. So | nust risk lancers and nyself- or risk nyself even nore." Lorn turns to Gebynet.

"You have been here the | ongest of us. Are nore trees falling this year?"

"Quite a few nore than nornal," says Gebynet, adding quickly, "but not an unheard-of nunber."

"Not unheard of," Lorn says, |ooking blankly at the Mrror Engineer, "but how many conpanies
have handl ed so nmany fallen trees in three seasons? Not quite three seasons," he corrects.

"W have seen nore this year than last on our wall,"” interjects Ilryk, "but there are always
nmore on the northeast. In he past two years, anyway."

"I would not know...." the mmjer answers slowy.

"Per haps one?" asks Lorn idly, letting his truth-reading senses scan the Engi neer.

"Three or four, | would say."

Lorn nods. Gebynet is lying, and unhappy about it as well. He lifts the bottle again. "Sone
more. No sense in letting the bottle stand unused.”

Jui st answers. "That made a big

CGebynet and Jui st exchange gl ances, but allow Lorn to top off their goblets. Ilryk refuses, his
anused smle still in place.
LXXXI V

In the mid-afternoon sun, Lorn stands in the stirrups to let danp trousers dry as much as to
stretch his legs. As on every afternoon in the recent days nearing harvest, the few scattered
clouds provide little relief fromthe danp heat, and the | ate-day rainstorns only add nore

noi sture to the steany heat. Each patrol day ends with uniforns soaked in sweat, and the soil of
t he deadl and is powder under the hoofs of the patrol nounts, rising and infiltrating boots and
uni forms, and | eaving every lancer's skin dry and itchy fromsalt and sweat and dust.

Lorn glances to his left, along the |ine-abreast of |ancers, riding alnost a hundred cubits
apart now that first squad has but thirteen lancers out of the twenty when he had arrived three
seasons earlier. The second squad has but twelve. No replacenments are scheduled until the end of
fall or the beginning of winter, and Lorn wonders how small Second Conpany will have gotten by
t hen.

As he | ooks back to his left, as he takes in and ignores another zzzzzppp for a dead
bl oodsucking flowerfly, he can sense the intermttent pulses of chaos in the cupridium cabl es that

link the crystal wards. Another tree is down across the wall, but how far from Second Conpany he
cannot tell.

"Hot... never gets any cooler... be glad when it starts to frost," grunts Kusyl fromthe outer
edge of the wall road.

"Then we'll have to slop through nmud," Lorn reninds the squad | eader

"I think I'll take that."

"That's what you say now." Lorn grins.

As they ride through the afternoon, Lorn keeps | ooking to the southeast, until his eyes confirm
what his chaos senses have told himfar earlier. Yet another trunk has fallen across the ward-
wal | .

"Another tree is down."

"Five abreast!" Kusyl turns in the saddle and calls to Lorn. "Oisenn's already seen it. His
squad is going to five front now "

"Set up the containnent pattern for the crown,” Lorn tells Kusyl. He no |l onger bothers with
checking the trunk first. If there are giant cats, they will attack no matter where the |l ancers
are. Stun lizards are slow enough to be chased down if necessary, and the night |eopard packs are
always in the crown. As for the giant serpents, Second Conpany has seen but the one in three
seasons.

"Five abreast! Mywve out to the tree crown!" Kusyl orders. "Ubylt! Ri de out and inform squad
| eader Aisenn that we're riding out to join themto block the tree crown!™

"Yes, sers!" Uoylt turns his chestnut northward.

As Lorn and the second squad angle their way toward the tree crown yet several kays away, Lorn
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tries to estimate the size of the fallen giant, judging that its base dianeter is about twenty
cubits, larger than many, but not so |arge as the mammoth trunks they have soneti nes encountered

"Think the forest'd run out of big trees,” nutters Kusyl.

"Wth ninety-nine kays on a side to work with?" Lorn | aughs.

"Didn't used to be so nmany."

"Maybe it was waiting for the big trees to get bigger."

Kusyl snorts.

The two squads join at the perineter road to the northwest of the crown. Lorn estinmates that
the nearest part of the twisted greenery lies alnost three-quarters of a kay fromthem

"First squad... you take the left side, second squad the right."

"You heard the captain."”

"First squad to the left!" boons disenn

Wth roughly a hundred fifty cubits between them the two |ancer squads ride toward the forest
crown, |ances at the ready.

Lorn blots the sweat fromhis forehead, ignoring the heat fromthe continual sunburn on the
back of his neck and the way his sweat-soaked uniformclings to him He shifts his weight in the
saddl e, but his eyes remain on the crunpled green canopy.

The first creature that lunbers outward, angling nore to the east and the first squad, is a
smal lish stun lizard-if a lizard a mere three cubits at the shoulder and fifteen cubits in length
can be ternmed snall.

Mwhnnnn. .. The silent nmental scream halts several nmounts, and one |ancer sways in his saddle.
"First squad,"” Lorn orders. "Discharge at will! Now Short bursts!”

"Short bursts at will!" repeats disenn

MWVhnnnn. .. The stricken |ancer slunps in his saddle, and one nount rears.

"Second squad, |ances ready! Stand by," Kusyl orders.

Hhsss