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From | nner Fl aps:

Sci on of Cyador continues the story begun in Magi'i of Cyador. Exploring the rich depths of the
history of Recluce, Magi'i of Cyador introduced Lorn, a talented boy born into a fam |y of Mgi'i
A fastidi ous student nmage who | acked blind devotion, Lorn was made into a |l ancer officer and
shi pped off to the frontier-a career that comes with a fifty percent nortality rate.

Havi ng survived his extended stint fighting both barbarian raiders and the giant beasts of the
Accursed Forest, Lorn has proven hinself to be a fine officer . . . perhaps too fine an officer.
As his prowess has grown, so has the nunber of his enemes and rivals. Too nuch success has nade
hima marked nan. When he returns to his hone, both he and his young fanily becone targets while
all of Cyad is in upheaval over deadly political infighting. But Lorn is now hardened, a deadly
fighter hinself, especially when the Enpire is at stake.

Scion of Cyador is the conpletion of another grand story in the Recluce saga.

To Lee and Sheil a:
may their house prosper

CHARACTERS
Ki en - 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-Empress of Cyador
Chyenfel - First Magus and Hi gh Lector
Kharl Second Magus and Seni or Lector
Li ataphi - Third Magus and Seni or Lector
Abram - Seni or Lector
Al eyar - Heal er, daughter of Liataphi
Ciesrt - Mgus
Jysnet - Lector
Hyrist - Senior Lector
Rustyl - Magus
Syreal - Daughter of Liataphi, consort of Veljan
Tyrsal - Magus

LANCERS
Rynst - Maj er-Comuander, Mrror Lancers
Luss - Captai n-Conmander, Mrror Lancers
Allyrn - Captain
Brevyl - Mjer [conmandi ng at |sahl]
Cheryk - Captain
Dettaur - Sub-Mj er
Eghyr - Captain
| kynd - Commander [commandi ng at Assyadt]
Lhary - Commander [Western Regi onal Comander, Cyad]
Maran - Majer [Patrol Comander, Celiendra] Sypcal Conmander [Eastern Regi onal Commander, Cyad]
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MERCHANTERS
Bl uoyal - Merchanter Advisor to the Enperor [Bluyet d an]
Denys - Merchanter [Bluyet C an]
Ei |l eyt - Enunerator [Ryal or House]
Fuyol - Merchanter [Head, Yuryan d an]
Kernys - Merchanter [Head, Kysan d an]
Neabyl - Enperor's Enunerator [Biehl]
Ryalth - Wnan merchanter [consort to Lorn]
Sasyk - Chief of Guards [Dyjani House]
Tasjan - Merchanter [Head, Dyjani C an]
Veljan - Merchanter Heir [Yuryan d an]
VWanat - Merchanter [Head, Hyshrah C an]
Wel - Merchanter, brother of VWyanat

Part |I - Lorn'alt, Cyad Overcaptain, Mrror Lancers

I f Cyador be the paradox of Candar, and supporting that paradox be indeed the duty of each of the
Magi'i of the Quarter, then how nmust each magus approach that duty so as to support the way to the
St eps of Paradi se?

One schol ar magus m ght say, "Support the Enperor of Light, for he is the one who nust bal ance
the Mrror Lancers and the Magi'i against each other, and against the growing m ght of the
mer chanter clans, who know but the greed for gold and the pleasures of the nonent."

A magus who tends the chaos-towers night declare, "Take care that the chaos-towers endure while
they may, for without the towers, Cyador is no nore than any other |and set upon our world."

Still another might claim "Set forth rules for the Magi'i that they may lead all by their
exanpl e and purity of devotion to chaos and the people who revere it."

For all that the Magi'i descended fromthose of the Rational Stars, the ways in which the duty
of a magus could be set forth are nyriad, and |ike unto chaos itself, often resenbling itself, yet

never the sanme and al ways changi ng. Each nagus, fromthe nost to the | east devoted, will have a
vision of that duty. Sone will hold that by increasing their personal mastery of chaos, they wll
serve Cyador, the Magi'i, and chaos in the best fashion possible. Ohers will declare that mastery

of chaos nust al ways serve others first, for the magus who places hinself before duty will always
be corrupted into believing that what is good for himis good for all.

Yet neither be right, for a magus who serves only others will fly fromone master to another
for each who asks of himbeconmes a nmaster. A nagus who el evates his mastery above all, woul d nmake
all others his servant. Thus, a nagus nmust be neither naster nor servant, but one who wal ks the
narrow path between. A magus without dedication to chaos will have no soul, and one who worships
it blindly, no sense.

That dilemma sets forth the true paradox of the Magi'i, that we nust master chaos w thout being
mastered by it...

Par adox of Enpire
Bern' el th, Magus First
Cyad, 157 A F.

Lorn opens the door to the snall upper-floor bal cony, checking to see that the spring weat her
remains warmin the late afternoon. Wth a nod, he closes the door and turns to take in the main
room of Ryalth's quarters-the | ow ebony table, the straight-backed bl ack oak arnthair that is
Ryalth's favorite, the settee opposite it, and on the other side of the room the green ceramc
brick privacy screen that protects the main door fromthe inside. To his right is the alcove that
contains the circular eating table and two arm ess chairs. To his left is the narrow archway to

t he bedchanber, and beyond that, the small bathi ng chanber.

He smiles as he looks at the portrait of Ryalth as a young girl. In it, she wears a hi gh-necked
green tunic, and a thin golden chain. The floor of the main roomdi splays anci ent blue wool carpet
with a border of interlocked ropes, surrounding a woven image of a blue-hulled trading ship under
full sail, the ill-fated ship once owned by Ryalth's nmerchanter father, and the one on which her
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parents had perished.

"Are you ready?" calls the redheaded | ady who is his consort, as well as the head of the newy
ascendant tradi ng house-Ryal or House. Lorn sonetines still has trouble believing that she has
incorporated his nane into that of the trading concern she has established, even if he had hel ped
her in the years before they were consorted.

"Yes. | was checking to see that it was still warmout." He crosses the roomand steps into the
bedchanmber. There, he adjusts his sabre and the collar enblens on the new Mrror Lancer uniform
that Ryalth had arranged to have waiting for himwhen he had returned fromhis previous duty
station. His efforts in battling the Accursed Forest had destroyed all but one of his Mrror

Lancer uniforms, and that one he had worn on the firewagon trip back to Cyad. "Is it?"

"It's very pleasant." He snmiles at her as he steps away fromthe narrow nirror set on a stand
agai nst the bedchanmber wall. "Still... | alnmost wish that we were not going to nmy parents' for
di nner again. | don't have that many days |left before | have to |l eave for Biehl."

"They were charm ng the night before last." Ryalth eases past Lorn and before the nirror
touchi ng her short red hair with the silver-backed and tortoi seshell conmb. "And they don't keep us
| ate. They do understand.”

"That was because it was only themand Jerial. Vernt and his consort-to-be, and C esrt and
Myryan will be there tonight." He steps forward and puts his arnms around her waist, then kisses
t he back of her neck. "You snmell so good."

"I"'mglad you think so." For a nmoment, she |eans her cheek against his. "You don't nind being
here? In ny quarters?”

"They're our quarters, and you are ny consort, and | |ike being here with you."

"My roons are so... nodest, conpared to your parents' dwelling."

"Not hi ng i s nobdest when you're there."

"Such flattery."

"Not flattery. Truth," he insists.

"Truth is in the mnd of the speaker,’
i mge is of nodest quarters.™

Lorn | aughs. "Are you ready?"

"It is not going torain, isit, O nagely one?"

"No... | checked, renenber? It will be warmthis evening. And |'mnot that nuch of a nagus."

"More than you admit."

Lorn does not answer, but hugs her and ki sses her neck again.

"I like walking with you, knowi ng you can wear your uniform?"

"Some may still think you ny mstress," Lorn teases.

"Not if | wear the blue-and-green cloak."

Lorn laughs. "You can wear green, if you wish, now that we are consorted. Could not | wear
bl ue, w thout subterfuge?”

"You could, but | |like the cream and-green better."

Lorn recalls a question he has failed to ask. "And how woul d the honored Bl uoyal, the
Mer chanter Advisor, feel about a | ancer wearing bl ue?"

"You didn't worry about that for years." She sniles. "Wy now?"

"Because no one knew who we were." Lorn pauses. "Wuat of Bluoyal ? Wien Eil eyt speaks of him
his nouth puckers, as with a sour fruit. Eileyt is usually so careful. Since he is the senior
enuner at or of Ryal or House, that is good. But he didn't conceal his distaste of Bluoyal to me, not
at all."

"You are ny consort," Ryalth points out.

"What of Bl uoyal ?" Lorn asks again.

"Bluoyal ... | try to avoid him"

"I's he i ke Shevelt?" Lorn's eyes harden as he recalls the Yuryan Can heir he had renoved
years earlier because of the man's attenpts to use his position to force hinself on Ryalth.

"No." She shakes her head. "No. Bluoyal is effective at telling the Enperor the problens the
mer chanters face, but he wishes all to pay himgreat homage for that effectiveness. He al so was
one of those who brokered the neans for Liataphi's daughter to consort with Veljan."

"Ch... so, in a way, Veljan owes his position to Bluoyal and the Magi'i?"

"Wth some, that pearapple was hard to swall ow "

"He has not bot hered you?"

Ryalth sniles. "Save for collecting our-Ryalor's-scorth, no."

"A twentieth part of your revenues?"

She shakes her head. "It is called that, but it is but one part in fifty of the revenues after
expenses." She drapes a light cotton cloak over her shoul ders, blue with a green-and-cream border

she counters. "The mrror reflects what is, and the
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"Best we go. | would not have your parents |ooking askance at ne for delaying their son."
"They woul d blane ne," Lorn points out. "Not you."
Ryalt h shakes her head as she wal ks fromthe bedchanber and toward the privacy screen and the

outer door. "They yet have that black angel -cursed Magi'i sense that all is their responsibility,
and yours, as you are of the elthage blood. | can't even be responsible for delaying you."

Lorn opens his nmouth, then closes it as he sees the sparkle in her eyes. "I'll hold you
responsi ble... but just when you are." He opens the door for her

"I hope so."

Once they have descended the stairs, they walk uphill along the Thirteenth Way, and then
westward on the Road of Perpetual Light, in toward the center of Cyad for the three very |long
bl ocks before they reach the dwelling where Lorn was raised.

"We'll be first," Lorn says.

"Because your brother will wish to exert his superior position by later arrival, as wll
Myryan's consort?"

"I think Ciesrt just will wish he weren't comi ng, but he doesn't wish to offend father."

"Not Myryan?" Ryalth lifts her eyebrows.

"Ciesrt believes consorts are appurtenances."”

"I am gl ad you do not believe such."

"You woul d scarce let ne," he counters.

They laugh in the mld spring air, ignoring the carriages and wagons that pass al ong the Road
of Perpetual Light. Lorn's eyes take in the Palace of Eternal Light to the west, and all the other
white granite and sunstone structures that rise in the marvel that is Cyad, the shining city, the
city beside which all others pale. The words of one of the verses fromthe silver-covered book
cone to mnd, the book fromRyalth's heritage she had entrusted to himso many years before.

The city, Cyad, lost light like a star
The dream Cyad, guiding near and far.

He smiles to himself. Cyad is indeed a special city. Then he turns his eyes to the dwelling
ahead.

Jerial meets Lorn and Ryalth at the door to Lorn's parents' dwelling. The healer wears a green
tunic so dark it is alnost black, and her black hair is cut short. "You always | ook so good,
Ryalth." She studies her brother. "Did | tell you | Iike her?"

"I believe you have. Several tines."

"You mght as well go on up." Jerial shuts the door and steps around the inside privacy screen
"Mot her and | thought we would eat on the upper portico tonight. It is warm and the breeze is
gentle."

"We're the first?" Lorn asks.

"Except for Father and Mother."

Lorn and Ryalth clinmb the three flights to the fourth and topnost | evel of the dwelling in
whi ch Lorn was rai sed.

Lorn's nother is waiting at the uppernost |anding. "You | ook wonderful, Ryalth. | like the
cl oak."
"Thank you." The redhead inclines her head.

"I did persuade Myryan and Ciesrt to cone tonight." Nyryah rai ses her eyebrows. "Ciesrt wanted
to know i f Vernt would be here. He was pleased to know that Vernt is bringing his consort-to-be.
That's Mycela. | do not believe you have net her."

"I have not had that pleasure. In fact," Lorn adds dryly, "I had not had the pleasure of
knowi ng he intended to take a consort until the other night when you told ne."

"He has been seeing her since the turn of fall." Nyryah turns, and the three walk toward the
sout hwest corner of the upper level, toward the roofed but open-air area flanked with col unms that
adj oi ns the warm weat her dining area.

They have barely taken their first steps when the door to the study opens behind them and the
white-haired Kien emerges. He wal ks toward themw th the barest hint of a shuffle. "G eetings,
Lorn, Ryalth. It's been such a long tine since |'ve seen you two."

Lorn sm | es.

Ryal th | aughs gently.

"You'll have them here every nonment, dear, if you aren't careful," cautions Nyryah

"Not even a old magus like nme could rmanage that," counters Kien. "Lorn will be gone again to
his station in Biehl in |ess than an ei ghtday."

The four walk slowy toward the portico dining area.
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"The harbor always | ooks so beautiful fromhere," Ryalth observes. "You have such a wonderfu
vi ew. "

"We are fortunate,” answers Nyryah. "At tinmes, | sit here in the late afternoon and watch the
cl ouds and the ships."

"Lorn!" Vernt appears behind them acconpanied by a bl onde young woman who is | aughi ng at
sonet hi ng.

Lorn and Ryalth turn and step toward the two recent arrivals.

"Lorn, Ryalth, this is Mycela." Vernt sniles at the blonde. "This is my elder brother Lorn and
his consort Ryalth. As you can see, Mycela, Lorn is an overcaptain in the Mrror Lancers, one of
the youngest, | would venture, and Ryalth is the head of Ryal or House, one of the newy prom nent
tradi ng houses in Cyad." Vernt sniles happily.

"How nice to neet you both." Mycela's smile is not quite sinpering, Lorn and Ryalth bow ever so
slightly to the white-clad younger wonan.

"Mycela is the daughter of Lector Abramielth,” Vernt explains.

Jerial slips by Vernt. "Ciesrt and Myryan are on their way up. She stopped to get sonething
fromher old room"

"You recall ny sister Jerial," Vernt says.

"You wear green," Mcela says, w de-eyed, as she bows to Jerial

"I ama senior healer, and w thout consort," Jerial says with a shrug. "The green is nore
appropriate.”

"You do have such an unusual famly, Vernt." Mcela giggles slightly. "They do so many things."

"Lorn!" calls Myryan as she appears behind Vernt, who steps back for Ci esrt and Myryan.

Ciesrt inclines his head to Vernt. "I amnost glad to see you here." He bows slightly to
Vernt's consort-to-be. "Greetings, Mcela."

Mycel a giggles nmonentarily. "Greetings, Ciesrt.”

"Perhaps we could sit down, now that C esrt and Myryan are here." Nyryah gestures to the dining
tabl e on the covered upper bal cony, set as always, and as Lorn can recall fromhis chil dhood, so
that all but Nyryah can | ook downhill and south directly at the harbor-and to the west and
slightly uphill at the Palace of Eternal Light. Twilight lingers, and the sky remmins the purple
maroon that is beginning to fade, but the |anps set in brackets on the colums have al ready been
lit. In the harbor, the white stone piers glimer above the darkness of the water and before the
G eat Western Ocean farther to the south. The Pal ace remains an edifice of shimering white, and
light beanms fromits wi ndows, fromthe innunerable lanps within its high-ceilinged corridors and
hal | s.

Lorn and Ryalth are to be seated across fromeach other at the southern end of the table, with
Nyryah at the end between them and Jerial to Lorn's left and Ciesrt to Ryalth's right. Vernt and
Mycela flank Kien, while Myryan sits between Jerial and Vernt. Lorn nods at Ryalth. "If you don't
m nd coul d we change pl aces?"

A faint smle crosses Jerial's face, but vanishes near-instantly, as the two consorts trade
seats. A blank expression appears on Mycela's face.

As soon as Lorn takes the seat that had been Ryalth's, silence settles on the table, and al
Il ook to the north end.

"I'n the blessing and warnth of chaos, in the prosperity which it engenders, let us give thanks
for what we receive." Fromthe north end of the table, the white-haired Kien speaks clearly, then
lifts his head and smiles. "It is so good of all of you to be here tonight."

The dining table around which the nine sit is covered with a pale green linen cloth, and set
with glistening white porcelain plates. Quyal -the cook-appears with a large platter that holds
fow breasts covered in a thick cream sauce, and sets it before Kien. Kysia-the head of his
parents' househol d, whose wages had been supplemented for years by Ryalth, secretly at first-
follows a covered dish fromwhich steamrises, and with a silver tray holding thin slices of dark
sun- nut bread.

Lorn takes a sip of the w ne-Al af raan-and gl ances at Ryalth, murnmuring, "You had this sent
here. "

She smles. "It was the least | could do, after all your parents have done."

"I't was nost thoughtful," Nyryah adds.

Lorn's lips curl into a rueful smle.

"You are not here long, are you, Lorn?" asks Ciesrt.

"No. |'m between duty assignments, and 1'll be |eaving on oneday."

"Where will you be going?" Coesrt follows up

"To head the port detachnent in Biehl."

"You'll be the one in charge?" asks Mycela. "The head officer?"
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"That's what ny transfer orders say." Lorn snmiles and passes the nut bread to his nother, after
taking a slice for hinmself. "The port detachments protect trade and ensure that the tariffs are
collected fairly.™

"I imagine it will provide a respite after fighting the barbarians and the Accursed Forest,"
suggests Kien. "And it is sonmewhat closer to Cyad."

"What of the Accursed Forest?" asks Vernt. H's brow furrows. "What exactly do | ancer patrols do
t here?"

"We ride along the walls to see that no wild creatures escape. W al so maintain order and guard
the Mrror Engineers while they repair any walls that the Accursed Forest has danaged."

"The Forest damages wal | s?" asks the wi de-eyed Mycel a.

"Some of the trees that fall across the ward-walls are nore than twenty cubits thick and nearly
as hard as stone. They occasionally damage the wall and the wards that contain the Forest
creatures.” Lorn glances at G esrt. "l understand that the Forest project is coming along."

"I believe so, but that is not something that | do." Ciesrt shrugs. "There are runors, but your
father would know far better than I."

Vernt and Lorn glance at the ol dest magus.

Kien smles wyly. "I, too, nust plead silence, except to say that there is a project, and if
it works as it may, Cyad will need far fewer lancers to patrol the Accursed Forest."

After a noment of silence, Ciesrt |ooks across the table at Ryalth. "Myryan has said that you
are head of a trading house."

"Ryal or House," Ryalth confirns.

"And you are truly the head of it?" Ciesrt asks. "Did you cone to that because your parents had
no sons?"

"Actually, Cesrt," Lorn says smoothly, "she created it and built it froma clanless trading
roominto one that rivals many full houses. She is nost skilled, and | was quite fortunate to
prevail upon her to be ny consort."

"Ch." Ciesrt frowns.

"There are not nany |ady nerchanters who head houses, are there?" asks Myryan, her eyes
twi nkling.

"I know of only one other," Ryalth admits. "She is nuch ol der."

"Did she not inherit her position?" asks Jerial

"I believe such, but |I do not know for certain." Ryalth's words are cauti ous.

"So... Lornis right," Jerial says. "You're the first woman in generations to head a trading
house by your own ability, and perhaps the first to build one.™

"I have had assistance. Those who work for ne are good." Ryalth smles. "And Lorn has been a
great inspiration."

"He usually is," adds Kien, with a dry laugh, "even for those who have not w shed such
i nspiration."”

"Fat her!" Myryan nock- protests.

Kien finishes his fow breast before |ooking at his younger daughter and raising his white
eyebrows. "Your brother nmakes an inpact wherever he goes. He always has. Talk to his friends, like
Tyrsal and Dettaur."

"Where is Dettaur these days?" asks G esrt.

"The | ast we heard he was second-in-conmand or sonething at Assyadt," Jerial answers. "He
wites occasionally, but he does not wite of what he does."

"He still writes?" Lorn asks.

"He has hopes," Jerial says.

"He must be an inportant officer," offers Mycela. "If he is in charge of sonmething, that is."

"He approaches woren |ike a canpaign," Jerial adds, "as if we were to be assaulted and
captured. That is difficult.” She snmiles at Mycela. "At |east for those who are healers.”

Lorn | ooks across the table at Myryan. "How is the garden com ng?"

"This year it's much better. Ciesrt powdered sone |inmestone, and Ryalth had a cartload of
stable nanure delivered last fall. W still have jars and crocks of things, and |'m hopi ng that
this year will be even better."

"She is wonderful with the garden." Ci esrt beans. "She coaxes the best vegetables and fruits

fromthe land. | doubt any young magus has a consort so marvel ous. And she cooks so well, too, and
everything in the house is so neat, and clean."
"I will have to visit you, and | earn your secrets,”" Mcela says. "I would not wish Vernt to

| ack for anything."
Lorn swal | ows and takes refuge in another sip of wine as the donestic conversation continues.
Ryalth smles at himgently, taking a sip fromher own goblet as well.
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"This time, we do have a proper dessert,"

woul d eat, "the special creaned pearapple tarts.
api ece. "

Lorn feels himself flush slightly in the dimlight, hoping the others will not notice, and
takes a sip of the Al afraan

Nyryah gestures, and Kysia and Quyal appear beside the table to renpve the dinner platters and
to place a snmall plate before each of the diners. Her plate, and that of Jerial, have but one
tart. Al the others have two. Lorn waits for all to be served and for Ryalth and his nother to
begin before he takes a bite. He nods as he swall ows. "They are good."

"You' ve al ways thought so."

"I think I'd best learn the recipe for this dessert,’
far sinpler, but... his favorite dessert..."

"Keep the cooking sinple," suggests Jerial. "You haven't spoiled himyet. Don't start now. "

"My own sister,"” Lorn lanents, offering a sad face. "Brush the crumbs fromyour chin, if you
wish to look truly sad,” Jerial counters

Lorn | aughs. So does Ryalth.

Intinme, the tarts vanish, and the conversation dies away. Lorn nods to his nother, then his
father. "1 thank you both, and everyone el se here for coning. | would that | could stay |onger
but | have been traveling for days, and a few nights' sleep, | fear, has not nade up for the
travels and a | ong season with the Accursed Forest."

"It has been so good to have you and Ryalth here with everyone," Nyryah beans. "But we will see
you nore, won't we?"

"You will," Lorn promises. "As we can." He snmiles and extends his hand to Ryalth.

The redhead stands, then bows to Nyryah, then to Kien. "Thank you both so nuch."

"I'I'l come down with you." Jerial slips away fromthe table and follows Lorn and Ryalth down
fromthe table.

As the three wal k down the steps to the front door, Jerial says, "I'mglad you got to neet
Mycel a. "

"What do you think of her?" Ryalth asks quietly.

"She's perfect for Vernt," Jerial replies sweetly.

Lorn wi nces.

"I thought so, too," agrees Ryalth.

Bot h worren smil e.

After they are well clear of Lorn's parents' dwelling and Jerial has closed the door, Ryalth
turns to Lorn. "I like Jerial."

"She |ikes you. That is nost clear."

"You noticed that all the outside consorts were placed at first on one side of the table?"
Ryalth says as they walk slowmy eastward through the still-warm eveni ng.

"I did what | could,” Lorn says.

"I know." She reaches out and squeezes his hand. "My cela didn't understand."

"Neither did Ciesrt. I"'mnot sure Vernt did. Jerial did. She snmled when we sw tched places."

"Was your not her displ eased?"

"I"'mnot sure. There was no other way to set up the table, not by lineage, but | didn't |ike
it."

"I"'mglad you're the way you are."

Lorn squeezes her hand, and they continue eastward al ong the Road of Perpetual Light, back
toward the quarters that have becone his as well as hers.

Nyryah announces, after all have finished what they
" She | ooks at Lorn. "And there are enough for two

says Ryalth, with a laugh. "My cooking is

In the late, late afternoon, just before twilight, the Enperor Toziel'elth alt'mer and his Consort-
Enpress Ryenyel stand on the uppernost bal cony of the Palace of Light, ten tall stories above the
gardens. Hi s tall but slender frane seens stooped under the silver robes he has worn to the | ast
audi ence of the afternoon and not renoved once he has departed the small audi ence chanber. Ryenye
wears a tunic of vivid green shinmmercloth, and flowing trousers of a lighter shade, colors which
enhance her mahogany hair and lightly freckled conplexion

The warm and noi st spring breeze comes fromthe east, whispering past them and past the fluted
bars on the grillwrk with enough force that there is a trilling and humming fromthe bars-a sound
bot h pl easant and | oud enough to foil eavesdroppers, as intended by the buil ders of the Pal ace
sonme ei ght generations previous. Wile cupridiumflowers m ght have served the sane function, the
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Pal ace of Light contains no such fripperies, nor any statuary. Al lines are clean, elegant, and
wi t hout decoration, alnost totally w thout even carved inscriptions.
To the south, and downhill, beyond the trade quarter and the warehouses, are the white stone

piers of the harbor of Cyad. Scaffolds rise around the two white-hulled fireships at the Mrror
Lancer pier. One of the fireships the Enperor knows will never nove again under its own power, and
is being cannibalized to refit the second ship, the Ccean Flane. At the piers to the east of the
scaffolds are tied two three-nasted ocean traders, deep-sea vessels, neither of which is Cyadoran
and a pair of coasting schooners, one Sligan, one Spidlarian.

North of the piers and bel ow the Pal ace, the sunstone wal ks and white-granite paved streets
shimer in the |ate-afternoon sun. The shops and scattered cafes to the west sport immacul ate
gr een- and- whi t e awni ngs.

"Bluoyal "mer tells me that all is well with our trade," reflects Toziel, his right arm around
the wai st of the Enpress. "Yet few ships in the harbor fly our ensign. And the Enmperor's
Enunerators report that tariff collections have declined each year."

"Perhaps not all the tariffs are being collected," suggests Ryenyel. "Can the Hand of the
Enperor-"

"No. The Hand can send orders, but his effectiveness is |ost once he | eaves the shadows and is
known. "

"First Magus Chyenfel'elth must know who he is."

"He doubtl ess does, as we have discussed, but it is not to his advantage to reveal such."
Toziel laughs. "Nor to ours." The Enperor shakes his head slowy, without taking his eyes fromthe
City of Light spread out below him "The chaos-towers are failing, and I amforced into supporting
the plan of the First Magus to use all the chaos in those renmining around the Accursed Forest
nmerely to confine the Forest so that it will not overrun eastern Cyador. That neans those towers
can no longer charge the lancer firelances or the chaos-cells of the firewagons." Toziel shrugs.
"I's this the beginning of the |last |ong afternoon of Cyad?"

"The chaos-towers in the Quarter of the Magi'i here in Cyad yet function,” the nahogany- haired
Enpress points out, "and will for sone years yet, according to the First Mgus."

"Sonme years is not that nany, as we know, and, while he would certainly wish it so, | have sone
doubts about Chyenfel's predictions.”

"How coul d you choose otherwi se, ny love, even if he is too hopeful ?"

"I could not, for the Forest is worse than the barbarians of the north. They can be contai ned
with cupridiumlances and bl ades, if with greater |osses, but only sone form of bound chaos wl|

contain the Accursed Forest." A mirthless chuckle follows his words. "W know this, and yet, I|ike
a school boy, | nust talk to soothe nmy soul over choices between evils. More Mrror Lancers wll
die. The nerchants will | ose nore ships to pirates and raiders, and there will be unrest anobng the

nmer chant ers-"

"There is already, with Tasjan's plotting and his hiring of Sasyk to head his greenshirt
guards," Ryenyel points out.

"Who could fault himfor hiring a forner Mrror Lancer officer?" Toziel's words are |light, but
his eyes are dark. "Especially in these tines. Tasjan will turn any questions about Sasyk agai nst
me. And, am d all the changes, nost in Cyad, and throughout Cyador, will fault ne, for they have
neither seen nor experienced the power of the Forest."

"That is always so," replies the Enpress gently. "Folk care for but the renpval of that which
they know wi Il harmthemor for the addition of that which will benefit them Few care for actions
whi ch benefit all, but slightly, if it means they receive less. Always it was so, and always w ||
be. For that, there is an Enperor."

"Yet | nust not seemto plan nor plot, for those who do are thought cold and cal cul ati ng, no
matter how they care for their peoples, no nmatter what benefits they bring, no matter how many
lives they save."

Ryenyel nods. "That, too, is why there is an Enmperor."

"Yet all these troubles would conme to pass while | am Enperor?"

"The Magi'i have warned of such for nmany years, that the towers would fail, that what the
ancients built would not |ast forever." Ryenyel places her hand over his-the one that rests on her
ri ght hip-and squeezes her fingers around his hand.

"At such tinmes, | am al nost glad we have no heirs," he muses. "For whoever follows ne...
what ever scion there may be... if there is one..."
"There will be... we have time," she reassures him
"Wth a gaggle of Magi'i who plot, and a Mjer-Commander of Lancers who believes them fools not

to see the danger of the barbarians, and a Merchanter Advi sor who doubtl ess abuses his know edge
and position to line his pockets and underm ne Cyador, even as he protests that he maintains it?"
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After a nmonent of silence, Ryenyel replies. "Your Mjer-Conmander, the nost honorabl e Rynst,
has come to understand that Bluoyal only w shes the towers and the lancers in order to support the
mer chanters' trading ships. Rynst al so understands that while he cannot brook Chyenfel, the First
Magus can be trusted far nore than the Second. O even Chyenfel's protege, young Rustyl."

"Only because Rynst fears Bluoyal nore than the Magi'i." Toziel snorts.

"Bl uoyal treads a devious and deadly path. He would ensure that the Mrror Lancers and the

Magi'i do not see that their interests are closer to each other's than to his."
"Rynst and Chyenfel have al ways seen such. W have tal ked of this before. Neither can afford to
trust the other allied to Bluoyal. Yet they know that both Magi'i and Mrror Lancers are few

i ndeed outside of the three cities. They cooperate |like a pair of giant cats agai nst a pack of
ni ght | eopards. Mst carefully.”

"And when the towers do fail?"

"We will need far nore |ancers agai nst the barbarians. Bluoyol's successors will find they

still need lancers, but not until many perish, and nore than a few vessels are lost."

"Thus, all will continue as today," she replies.

"It will not seemso, not to nost. The enperors to conme will either be powerful Magi'i or
inspire loyalty within the Mrror Lancers, because it appears that either lancers or Magi'i can

destroy an Enperor."

"Bl uoyal believes that the merchanters will purchase the Pal ace of Light in years to cone,
per haps sooner. W need to watch him nore closely, far nore closely, for a merchanter rising
woul d bring down Cyador nore swiftly than the Accursed Forest or the barbarians.”

"So has said the Hand, but he has al so advised that we have tinme, and that Bluoyal wll
overreach hinsel f before such can occur."

"Would that | could take confort in that," says the Enpress, |eaning her head against his
shoul der.

"Seldomis he wong... nost seldom"

"I'f heis...?"

"If heis, if we fail, then blood will stain the sunstone of the Pal ace so deeply it cannot
ever be lifted." He | ooks down and studies her drawn face. "I tell you this often, but... You give

too much to ne."

"What el se would | do, dearest? W know there is no one else.”

"Not yet."

As he speaks, her fingers Iift to rest lightly on his cheek

The orange glow of twilight floods fromthe hillside to the west, and the white stone piers of
t he harbor shi mer gol d.

The Enperor and Enpress stand on the bal cony and watch the gold fade.

(Y4

Sitting at one end of a long table in the corner of Ryalor House, in gray light of a storny spring
nmorni ng, Lorn reads through the stack of papers that Eil eyt has set before him The senior
enunerator has assured Lorn that the papers have several exanples of shady trading practices.

Qut side of several clear errors in addition, Lorn has found nothing. He finally beckons to
Eil eyt, and when the gray-eyed man nears, says, "l don't think I'm seeing what | should be
seei ng. "

Eil eyt turns over the first three bills of lading, then points to an entry hal fway down the
fourth one. "Look at that closely."

Lorn | ooks at the entry: Cotton, 20 bales, dun, Hanor. "Hanor grows dun cotton, but all they
usual Iy export is the good white. Look at the parchnment-and it is parchnent, which is another
clue. ™

"It looks like it's snoother there, but just around the word dun.”

"There's nore space around the word dun, too." Eileyt nods. "Wth parchnent, you can use it
like a palinpsest, take a sharp knife and scrape off the letters, then wite in dun instead of
white."

"But why? Why don't they just rewite the bill of |ading?"

"It's sealed below. A trader gets caught counterfeiting a seal, and he |oses a hand. An 'error'
ina bill of lading nmerely costs sone golds in fines, but mpbst of such 'errors' are never found.
The tariff on white cotton is a gold a bale. It's a silver on dun cotton, and you can get that
from Kyphros or Valrmurl or even out of W rrak in Hydlen."

"But they all come from beyond Cyador," Lorn says. "That is right,'

Ei |l eyt says patiently.
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"But... if the Inperial tariff were a gold on Kyphran dun cotton, then people wuld use carts and
snmuggl e it along the beaches bel ow t he | ower Westhorns, and sone di shonest nerchanter in Fyrad
would mx it with his real Kyphran stock and it would be hard to tell wi thout counting every bal e,
and the Inperial Enunerators don't have the bodies or the days to do that. At a silver a bale, and
the tariff is the sane for a bolt of the finished cloth, it's cheaper and faster to ship the dun
cotton, or any cotton from Kyphros, than snmuggle it. Hanorian white cotton goes for five golds a
bal e these days... and dun for one. So... on this shipnment, the trader could pocket nearly

ei ghteen gol ds, just by changing one word on the lading bill. And he can claim if he gets caught,
that it was a mstake. If the Hanorian seal's intact, and a magus can see that, then all he'll get
is athree-gold fine, maybe ten-. But nbst won't catch sonething like this."

"But the finished cotton... that's nore like ten a bolt, and they're easier to carry," Lorn
says, recalling his early trading adventures with Ryalth.

"Way woul d anyone inport the bales all the way from Hanor? They're bul ky."

Eil eyt nods. "Good. That's another reason to suspect this. Anyone can | ook at a bolt of
finished cotton and see the difference between Hanorian white and Kyphran dun, but raw cotton-
that's another story. Mght even be sonething hidden in the bales, as well."

Lorn shakes his head, but he has asked Ryalth and her people to show hi mwhat they can about
forbidden trading practices, even though it is unlikely he will be directly involved, except when
called in by the Enperor's tariff enunerators, if he ever is. The nore he |l earns, the nore snal
references tell himhow intertw ned everything is-such as Bluoyal's involvenent in the consorting
between Syreal and Vel jan that, because of Lorn's killing of Veljan's ol der brother Shevelt, has
led to a greater possible influence by the Magi'i in the affairs of one of the |eading nerchanter
houses. That underscores why he would |ike to know enough to be able to ask his own questions
shoul d such arise. H's experience with patrol tactics and the Accursed Forest was enough of an
exanpl e of not know ng enough, to confirmhis decision to | earn what he can in the few days he has

in Cyad. He is also conming to realize that it is far better-and less costly to all involved-to act
before others act... rather than when it is obvious to all that one nust act.
So he mght as well learn what he can, since Ryalth cannot give up work, especially since

spring is far busier for Ryal or House than Lorn ever woul d have i nagi ned.

He | ooks back through the bills of |ading again, |ooking for odd spacing, inprobable goods,
anyt hi ng.

On the next to last, he finds sonething-or thinks he does.

"A hundred stone of zinc tools?" he asks. "Is this a cover for iron blades? It's a netal and
al nrost the same nunber of letters.”

"That's nore dangerous, because iron-bl aded weapons carry high tariffs, and selling themin
Cyad or failing to declare themfor shipnment el sewhere can send a trader to prison," Eileyt says.
"But sone traders |like to buy Hanorian bl ades and sell them el sewhere in Candar." The enunerator
hands Lorn another set of lading bills.

It is nearly mdday when Lorn wal ks into Ryalth's inner study. She | ooks up froma | edger

"You have a nice study here," he observes.

"Merchanters call them'offices,' dearest... renenber?" She sniles. "But if you want traders to
think you know | ess than you do, just call them'studies.' "
"Thank you. That might be wiser. | can see why you're the trader, and |'mnot." He shakes his

head agai n.
"W work better together," she says.
"Do you have to work all day?"

"Zerlynk is coming in nmidafternoon. He had nade an offer on cordage. | picked up sone raw henp
froma Sligan trader |ast year, and got sone peasants near Desahlya to turn it into rope. It's not
top-line, and I'Il not try to sell it as such, but we should nake sone silvers on it. After he
goes, | can | eave."

Lorn nods. "You're busy. I'll see what else | can learn."

"You might talk to Kutyr. He knows nore than he'll tell me." Ryalth sniles again

"He mght not tell me, either."
"I'f you flatter him.."
Lorn shakes his head ruefully, then snmiles, and turns.

Vv

Because the core of a fully-functioning tower maintains an isochronic/isotenporal barrier of
approxi nately 1,000 nanoseconds, this tenporal "dislocation" effectively provides not only the
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poi nts of energy polarity which generate the raw power, as described above, and an insulation from
the I ocal tenporality, but what can also be | oosely described as a recharge inpact on |ocal spatio-
tenporal random anplitude "chaotic" energy events...

bservation indicates that proxinmty to the tower engenders a sensitivity to and an ability to
i mpact and/or mani pul ate | ocal spatio-tenporal random anplitude events.... Such sensitivity, if
not disciplined and trained, could adversely inpact the continued operation of the towers.

...Oversensitization and disciplined training nust be rigorously nonitored in view of the
macul ar cel |l ul ar degeneration already observed anong personnel w th high exposure within the
operating confines of the basic tower system This is, as noted previously, in contravention of
previ ously established principles and tol erances...

In addition to degenerative effects caused by excessive proxinity to the towers, sinilar
ef fects have been observed in those individuals anong the non-technical cadre with an aptitude for
mani pul ati ng such | ocal spatio-tenporal randomanplitude events. It is recommended that such
i ndi vidual s be placed so that they al so can be monitored, and, if necessary, disciplined, in order
to assure maxi mum operating continuity for the remai ning tower cores.

Est abl i shment of a hierarchial social structure may prove necessary, should these effects
persist, since the conditions and infrastructure for continued technical education and
understanding may be linited..

Reconmendat i ons
Per sonnel Manual [ Revised]
Cyad, 15 A F.

\

Tyrsal and Lorn are seated in the garden at the rear of the sprawing and massive two-storied
dwel I i ng that overlooks the harbor fromthe western bluffs of Cyad. The air is cooler than in Cyad
itself.

"You have a good view of the harbor here," Lorn says.

"Not so good as that of your parents," answers the redheaded nage. "And it was a long walk to
the acadeny. Mther was not synpathetic to my riding or using the carriage. That's why | stay with
my sister and her consort nost nights these days-out of habit, | suppose." He shakes his head. "I
di sli ke mornings."

"The house is yours, isn't it?" Lorn asks.

"l suppose so, but it's really Mdther's, and it wouldn't be right to take it fromher." Tyrsa
smles. "Besides, | can just claiml'ma poor junior magus, and that way, none of the Lectors wll
push ne into consorting with sonmeone | don't Ilike."

"Li ke Al eyar or Syreal ?" asks Lorn, with a grin.

"Syreal's sweet. What she sees in that block Veljan, | don't know. | don't know Al eyar."
"So you'd still consider her?" Lorn pursues. "They say she's sweet and pretty, too."
"Are you trying to conplicate nmy life? O just end it?" asks Tyrsal. "I don't think it would be

good for ny health to deal with Liataphi all the tine."
"What about Ciesrt's younger sister?" Lorn's eyes twi nkle.
"You want Ciesrt as..." Tyrsal shakes his head. "lI"'msorry. It's hard to believe. Myryan is so

nice. Cesrt doesn't deserve her." He pauses. "Anyway, Rustyl has asked Cesrt's sister, and
she'll say yes to him He's anbitious and a favorite of Chyenfel. So while she'll put himoff for
atinme, inthe end, she'll agree."

"Kharl'elth will give her no choice,"” Lorn suggests.

"You were so smart not to consort into a Magi'i famly," Tyrsal says.

"As if | had much choice," Lorn points out.

"You coul d have had your pick of the lancer girls.'
Ryalth is beautiful, and she's smart."

"You' ve scarcely talked to her, except at dinner the other night, and | don't think you said a
dozen words."

Tyrsal draws hinself up in offended dignity. "I listened. You |earn when you listen." H's eyes
smle, and then he |aughs. "You haven't said nuch about your new duty. You don't l|ike going to
Bi ehl ?"

"It's not the assignment. It's what's behind it. I'"'mtoo young to be an overcaptain, and |'ve
too little service. Zandrey had al nost eight years before they made hi mone, and |I've had four
five if you count officer training."

"They're losing a ot of officers to the barbarians, Lorn."

Tyrsal grins. "But you did rmuch better
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"I'd bet I'll only be there until | get set up to nake sonme nistake... or until | get pronoted
again and sent to an inpossible assignnment against the Jeranyi or sone such."

Tyrsal laughs. "Nothing' s inpossible for you. You'll have it figured out before they send you
Didn't you say you were studying bills of lading and the tariff rules? D d anyone suggest that to

you?"

"I't's obvious. If you have to enforce trade rules, best you know sonething about them | stil
won't know the local situation, and that could be a ness."” Lorn takes a deep breath and hol ds up
his hand. "I know. You're going to tell me that while it's obvious to nme, it isn't obvious to
other lancers." He offers a wy expression that is not exactly a smle. "I'"mnot other |ancers."

"That's what | keep telling you. You're always thinking ahead."

"I try." He pauses. "But that's dangerous, too. People think you're a plotter or a schener. O
cold and cal culating, and they watch you twice as closely."

Trysal |aughs again. "That's why you never tell anyone anything."

"Whul d you?" Lorn glances at the harbor and then stands. "I need to go. Ryalth should be al nost
done with the exchange-"

"And you don't want to miss a nonent with her!"

The overcaptain grins at the second-1level adept nagus. "It doesn't take a chaos-glass to scree
that."

VI |

The cool spring rain patters on the roof tiles, collects there, and then flows in streans over the
eaves, collecting in the rain gutters that |ine the structures and the white granite roads and
ways of Cyad. Wthin Ryalth's roonms, Lorn and his trader lady sit side by side in the bedchanber
propped up on the bed with pillows. On the table beside the bed a single lanp is lit.

Lorn holds a narrow, green-tinted, silver-covered volunme in his hands, the one Ryalth had given
to himto keep for her, years before, and insisted he read. "lI've carried it everywhere, and yet
there's still not a mark on it." He turns the book in his hands. "I still wonder how it came to
your nother."

"She never said. She just said it was special."

Lorn nods, wondering how special... and whether the book is another subtle indication of how
unusual Ryalth is-and why. "You read fromit often?" Ryalth asks.
"Not every night. | couldn't when | was on patrol, and | didn't want to take it with ne."

"Every ei ghtday?"

"Usually." He smles. "Sonetines nore often.”

"What do you think about the ancients now?"

"I don't know about the ancients." He frowns. "The witer was nelancholy. They m ght not al
have been like him"

"Woul dn't you have been, if you' d come fromthe Rational Stars to a wilderness? That's what
Cyador was, back then."
"I"'mnot sure it still isn't." Lorn |aughs.
"W have the prosperity of chaos, and the chaos-towers, and the roads and the harbor, all the
ngs they built," she points out. "People are still unhappy."
"Not all of them™
"Sone..." he teases.
"Enough."” She takes the book fromhis fingers, closes her eyes, and then opens it at random
handing it to Lorn. "Read this one."

"You haven't seen it."

"Read it, please." Lorn clears his throat.

t hi

Chaos, and the prom se of |ight,
Order, beckoning |ady of night..
Should | again listen to which song?
We have |istened oh so |ong.

Should | again fly on | earning w ngs?
We have | earned what yearning brings

"That is nelancholy," she says. "Let's try another one. You pick it."

"And you read it," he replies. She nods.

Lorn closes his eyes and lets his fingers riffle through the snoboth and heavy pages, finally
stoppi ng and handi ng her the open vol une.
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"This one always puzzled ne," she says as she | ooks at the slanted and anti que Anglorian
characters.

"Read it," he suggests.

Ryalth's voice is |ow, alnbst husky as she brings forth the words.

Cyad is no home for souls of thought,

who doubt the pronises they have bought,
for the Magi'i offer Chaos as a Step to all
The | ancers back with fire their call,
their faces of cupridiums silver-white
refl ect each other's chaotic |ight.

Shoul d Sanpson pick this tenple,
here too, he would be blind,

hi s eyes untouched,

his sinple trust

lost in the reflections.

She cl oses the volunme. "I always wondered who Sanpson was. He had to be blind, but the words
suggest he wasn't always, and yet, that he would be in Cyad, because everything reflects
everything else, and gets lost in the reflections.”

"And that doesn't happen?" Lorn |aughs. "Think about the big dinner with ny parents the other
night, and the way Vernt and Ciesrt kept |ooking at each other. And Mycela, the way she just
wanted to be a perfect consort, reflecting Vernt's every w sh."

"That's sonehow sad, too." After a nonent, she adds, "You have to go the day after tonorrow
Wul d you read the one about pears now?" She hands hi mthe vol une.

He flips through the pages until he finds the words and begins, his voice soft in the dimmess
of the bedchanber.

Li ke a dusk without a cloud,

a leaf without a tree..

...to hold the sun-hazed days,
and wait for pears and praise
...and wait for pears and praise.

After he sets the book on the table by the bed, he turns down the lanmp w ck, and | ets darkness
fill the room His arnms slip around her, and hers around him

VI

The two nost senior Mrror Lancer officers sit across a polished table desk fromeach other in the
capaci ous study on the highest floor of the Mrror Lancer Court, two bl ocks west of the Pal ace of
Eternal Light. Alight drizzle falls outside the antique panes of the wi ndows that date to the
ancients, but the day is bright enough that none of the polished cupridiumwall-lanps are lit.

H s eyebrows lifting slightly, Rynst'alt |ooks at Luss'alt. "I understand that | as Mjer-
Conmander of Mrror Lancers have transferred young Captai n-pardon nme, young Overcaptain Lorn-to
the port detachnent at Biehl, and that he is on his way there, or will be, nobst shortly."

"Yes, ser. He was assigned to the northeast ward-wall, and he saw nore fallen trees and
creatures in little nore than a year than nost patrol captains do in a full tour."

"So you deci ded he should be transferred to a duty with which he has no experience, not by his
famly, nor by his education?" Rynst smiles brightly at his Captain-Commander, then | eans back in
the chair uphol stered and covered in green shi mercloth.

"The Enperor's Enunerators are the ones who apply the tariff and port |aws, ser, and
Overcaptain Lorn need only support them"

"An officer who has been conmmanding i n conbat and agai nst the Accursed Forest will sit back on
his mount or behind his table and accept their word? Do you think that |ikely?"

"Most officers would be pleased with such duty, ser."”

"Pleased or not, is it wise? Wth Bluoyal's kin everywhere? How do we know that Bl uoyal does
not have sone relative in Biehl?"

"I thought it wise, ser," Luss replies stiffly.

"You nean that the Second Magus thought it w se?"
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Luss does not quite nmeet Rynst's eyes. "Overcaptain Lorn has al so been seen walking with a | ady
mer chant er-the head of Ryal or House," Luss says. "She has suddenly becone nost powerful. CQut of
nowhere, one m ght say, and that seens rather odd, especially for a woman."

"A woman who cones to power easily can be vanqui shed easily. Wre he wal king with the daughter
of Liataphi, | would be concerned, Luss, but a nerchanter? Even a weal thy merchanter cannot
i nfluence the Magi'i, and no nerchanter can be nore of an influence upon the Palace of Eterna
Li ght than Bluoyal already is."

Luss | ooks inpassively through the light rain at the gray water of the harbor, and the darker
wat er of the Great Western Ccean beyond

Rynst points at the polished reflector of the lanp on the corner of the desk. "Cyad is like
that reflector, Captain-Conmander. O like nmany refl ectors set opposite each other. Each and every
action is mrrored in every other. | know that you know what | do and plan, and you know t he sane
of me, and each of us hides in the open behind those reflections.” A cold smile crosses the Mjer-
Conmander's mouth. "You are a good second-in-command, Luss, so long as you allow me to think for
you. You allow Kharl to direct your thoughts... and there will be no one to protect you, for the
Magi'i certainly will not. Nor will the nerchanters. Especially Bluoyal."

"He seens nobst capable, ser."

"He is too capable for the nmerchanters, Luss." Rynst pauses. "Rather, he is seen as too
capabl e. Being seen as such is nore dangerous than being so. As for young Overcaptain Lorn,
woul d wat ch what Kharl w shes of him You know that Kharl's son is the consort of the
overcaptain's younger sister, of whomyoung Lorn is nost fond?"

"I had heard such, ser."

"That other anbitious young magus to watch-Rustyl-he is pressing a suit for Kharl's daughter
Wat ch the honorabl e Second Magus far nore than the overcaptain. Keep such in your thoughts when
you nmeet with the Second Magus. Al so keep in mind that the First Magus cares little for the
Second, and that all the Magi'i respect the fourth magus far nmore than the three with titles.
There is a reason why they call Kien'elth 'the Fourth Magus.' He is npbst capabl e-and al so young
Lorn's father. W are fortunate that he has no anbition to becone First Magus." Rynst pauses.
"Then, given the first three Magi'i, perhaps we are unfortunate."

"Yes, ser." Luss's brows lift ever so slightly.

Rynst gestures toward the door, suggesting that the neeting is at an end. "For all that, |
could not have planned it better. | suggest that you consider why that is so before your next
cl andestine neeting with the Second Magus."

"As you suggest, ser." Luss's face is inpassive as he stands and offers a perfunctory bow.

"I do look out for you, Luss, even though you do not see it as such. You mi ght al so ask whether
my actions and advi ce have benefited you. Then ask the sane of what others offer." Rynst returns
Luss's bow with a curt nod.

I X

Lorn stands on the uppernost |evel of his parents' dwelling, |ooking to the south and out across
the harbor of Cyad. The rains of the previous days have cleared, and the | ate-afternoon sky is a
brilliant green-blue. The breeze is crisp, but not strong, and only scattered whitecaps dot the
harbor to the south.

"I"ll be leaving on the early firewagon tonorrow," Lorn tells his nother

"I"'mglad you cane by this afternoon.” Nyryah sniles warmy. "And so is your consort, | am
sure. "

Lorn flushes slightly.

" The study door opens, and Kien stands there on the edge of the portico, blinking as if the

Iight has nonmentarily blinded him Still, his words are incisive. "Lorn, | would like a few words
with you."

"You usual ly do, dear,"” observes Nyryah

"Yes, | do." The magus sniles. "These days, | amgiven less and less tinme in which to deliver
t hem "

Lorn grins and follows his father into the study. Kien closes the door, firmy, and gestures to
the chairs before his table desk. Lorn settles into the chair on the left and waits as his father
seats hinmself. For a tine, Kien does not speak, but steeples his fingers together, and purses his
lips.

"Lorn... you will be leaving tomorrow, | understand." The ol der man | ooks across the broad
pol i shed study desk. "For port duty in Biehl."
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"Yes, ser."

"There are several matters we should discuss.” Kien blinks, then nods. "First, | did w sh you
to know, as if | have not already nade ny feelings obvious, that you have picked nost wisely in
your choice of consort, far nore wisely than many will understand until you are nuch ol der."

"Thank you. | was fortunate in finding her."

"You were fortunate in finding her, but wise to hold to her." Kien pauses. "There is far nore
to your consort than neets the eye. | would be nost surprised if there is not a significant Mgi'
heritage."

Lorn nods. "Nor |, although there is little overt evidence." He wonders about the silver volune
of verse. Is that evidence? O serendipity?

"Second,"” Kien continues, "I amgoing to request that you relinquish the claimof the firstborn
to Vernt. | do not ask this for Vernt, but for Jerial."

Lorn nods. "I understand. You have a document?"

Kien points to the parchment on the front of the table desk. "You do not question that?"

"Ser... | will either be successful as a Mrror Lancer officer-and will not need the claimor

will not, in which case, neither | nor Ryalth would need it."
The ol der man nods slowy. "You understand fully that you will have claimto but a quarter?"
"Yes, ser. But that will be many years from now "
"I certainly hope so," Kien says with an ironic twist to the words, "but one nust make
provi sions. "
Lorn notes the words, and wonders. But he stands and takes the pen, reading and then signing
t he docunent.
"I will register that in the Quarter tomorrow. And | do appreciate your thoughtful ness and
consi deration."

"Yes, ser."

Ki en | eans back and purses his lips. "Finally, | have one observation and a few questions |
woul d |ike to pose to you. The observation is that while Cyad is indeed a marvelous city, its
people are |like those anywhere else. | ask you to consider that. The questions... well... | would

prefer that you not answer them but think upon themduring your firewagon trip to Biehl-beyond
that, if you feel the need."
Lorn finds his eyebrows lifting. Questions?

"There are but three questions. These are: " '"Wat is it that allows Cyad to exist?
" "Could all the mght of the Mrror Lancers here in Cyad, or all the mght of the Iron Legions
in Hanor, prevail against the will of those who live in such |ands?" " 'Are those who direct power

or chaos the source of either?

Lorn concentrates on the questions, trying to hold themin nind

Ki en extends a single sheet of paper. "I have held this for a tine, but you are old enough to
ponder these."

Lorn takes the sheet, and sees that it holds the questions his father has just asked.

"My son... these are not idle questions. Nor are they the overly philosophical nusings of an
agi ng magus. They are not mine, by the way, and you nmay, in tine, discover the source. That source
is not inportant, but pondering the questions is nobst inportant for a Mrror Lancer who aspires to
command beyond a patrol conpany. You are |leaving for what rmay be your npbst dangerous duty."

Lorn frowns.

"Dangerous, because you will have tinme to think, because you will be flattered, and because you
will discover, if you have not already, that the world is both far sinpler than you have ever
i magi ned, and far nore conplex." His father laughs. "Call the last nmy question. 'How can the world
be nore sinple and yet nore conplex? | l|leave that to you, for now"

The overcaptain nods slowy.

"I do not need to tell you to be nost careful, and to |isten nore than you speak. You have
| earned that already. Renenber that silence can be either a truth or a lie. Mke certain your

silence is taken as you nean it." Kien stands. "I could prattle on into the night, and your
consort would be upset with me. So | will not, but know that | wi sh you well, and that no natter
who you may have believed, | always have." He steps around the desk, awkwardly.

Lorn understands, and he hugs his father for the first tine in years. "Thank you."

Ki en nods, not speaking, and his eyes are bright. Finally, he says, "Best you go to Ryalth, and
enjoy what tinme you have left."

As Lorn steps away fromthe study door, he can sense the cold chill of a screeing glass, and
that chill is not that nanifested by his father.

Keepi ng an pl easant expression, he hugs his nother a last tinme before he starts down the steps
to the front door.
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Again, Jerial is the one who stands by the door. "Be good to Ryalth tonight."

"Towill."

"I know." Her snile is softer, not the professional expression of a healer

He gives her a hug. "Thank you for being so good to her."

"She is good for you. Far better than any could inagi ne. She and | understand each other, and
that is good." Jerial squeezes Lorn tightly. "You be nost careful."

"Towill."

Lorn finally releases his ol der sister and steps around the privacy screen and down the steps
to the Road of Perpetual Light.

How is the world sinpler and yet nore conplex? His father's last question rolls through his
m nd.

X

Honored ser, you sumoned ne." The tall nman is slender, and his blond hair is both thick and fi ne,
and shinmers as the light fromthe study wi ndow strikes it. H's green eyes are pale, intent, as he
strai ghtens fromhis bowto the First Mgus.

"Pl ease be seated, Rustyl." Chyenfel's sun-gold eyes do not waver as he watches the handsone
younger magus settle into the gol den oak arnthair across the table fromhim "Being a discerning
young nmagus," the First Magus finally adds with a deliberate enphasis on each word, "you have
noticed that all is not as it once was in Cyador. | would have your thoughts on such.”

"Honored ser, it would be presunptuous to assune that you have not already noted all | m ght
say. So | will but touch on each matter. First, the chaos-towers are failing, yet all of Cyador
depends on the energies of those towers. Few feel that the towers are failing, because they cannot
i mgi ne that. Instead, they feel as though the Magi'i are using the chaos-towers as a weapon to
gain nmore influence over the Mrror Lancers and the Mal achite Throne. Second, the outlanders have
noticed that there are fewer fireships. W see nore Hanorian traders and greater nunbers of raids
by the barbarians of the north. Third, the ol der nerchanter houses and cl ans, those who have
supported and understood Cyador, are being supplanted by newer houses, and, for the first tine in
menory, a tradi ng house of note has been founded and operated by a lady trader." Rustyl snmiles. "I
have little against her, for she enbodies the spirit of what once all nmerchanters in Cyad
enbodi ed, but it is disturbing that one of the newer and stronger houses nust be created by a
wonman, when there are so many young nen anong the nerchanters.”

"Go on." The voice of the First Magus renmains calm "Wat el se?"

"The Enperor is aging, rapidly, yet hides such, and has taken no steps to nane a successor
perhaps for fear that such will disturb all of Cyad. He relies ever nore on his consort, and turns
fromthe nain advi sors-you, the honorabl e Mjer-Commander of Mrror Lancers, and even fromhis
once-favored Merchanter Advisor." Rustyl offers a far fainter smle. "Then there are those who
have the skills to serve the Magi'i, but have placed thensel ves ahead of the calling of chaos."
Rustyl shrugs. "I doubt not that there are many other manifestations that all is not well, and
those nay be beyond ny know edge and experience, but these are anbng those that | see."

"You see nmuch of what others see and of which they will not speak." Chyenfel steeples his
fingers before him purses his |lips, and pauses for a long nonment, which stretches into silence
before he finally speaks again. "There are also other cities in Cyador where your observations
woul d be val uabl e. And where your presence would be noted, nost quietly.”

A pleasant smle remains on Rustyl's face as he waits. "On threeday,"” Chyenfel says, "you wll
go to Fyrad to work with the Mrror Engi neers."

Rustyl nods, if slightly. "I stand ready to carry out your w shes."
"You will be nost hel pful and nost deferential, as you have been here.
You will attenpt to grant others any credit for what you acconplish. Wen you cannot do such

you will share such credit. If aught goes wong, you will take the blame and find yet another
solution, for which sonmeone else will share the credit."

"Yes, ser."

"You will not proceed to the Accursed Forest, and you will disavow any know edge of the sleep
wards. You may note politely that such is the project and the work of the First Magus. Do you
under stand why?"

"Wul d that be because the chaos-towers surrounding the Forest will no | onger be able to charge
the firelances of the lancers and the entire project will be regarded | ess than favorably?"

"I't would appear so." Chyenfel nods. "After several seasons, when it appears appropriate, you
will be dispatched to Summerdock, where you will enploy your skills and powers to assist the
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Mrror Engineers in inproving the port facilities there. Throughout Cyador, over the few com ng
years, all nmust know of you, but only in passing, only as one who is experienced and trustworthy,
as one who is young enough not to be totally bound to the old ways, but one who can use and help
others with those ways in neeting the needs of the present."”

Rustyl bows his head. "I understand and appreciate your foresight and wi sdom"

Chyenfel l|aughs. "May you always do so, but old as | am | do not see that you will. Renenber
that, should you reach ny exalted age. The young al ways denur to power, even as they schene to
obtain it and consider how they could enploy it in far better or nore effective ways than their
el ders." A second laugh follows. "If we are successful, both in your work and your consorting,
your turn will cone, Rustyl. But mine is not over yet." The First Magus gestures. "You may go."

As the blond nmagus cl oses the study door, the snmile fades from Chyenfel's |ips.

Xl

Lorn places the bronze key in the | ock of the upper-floor quarters that had been Ryalth's and are
now theirs, but the door has already been unl ocked. He steps inside. Ryalth stands just behind the
privacy screen.

"You surprised ne. You nade your way here from Ryal or House earlier than |I had thought," he
admi ts.

"This is our last night together. | thought you would be awaiting me." Her snile is nervous,
tentative. "I hastened fromthe Pl aza."

"I amsorry. | was saying good-bye to ny parents and Jerial, and before that, Mryan. She
wasn't at their dwelling, and | had to find her at the infirmary. | returned as quickly as

could." He steps forward and hugs her, brushing her cheek with his lips and nurnuring in her ear
"I'mglad you' re here."

After a noment, she returns the enbrace, and they remain pressed to each other for yet a tinme.
Then she eases back, her hands holding his, his fingers cool around hers, her fine eyebrows
lifting. "You took a while."

"My father had nore than a few words of advice." He forces a wy smle. "And sone questions. He
gave nme a sheet of them™" Lorn raises the parchnment. "He told ne to consider them to ponder them
on the firewagon trip to Biehl."

"He accepts you for what you are, yet can offer but little assistance- unlike your brother, for
whom he can do much," suggests the redhead.

"That may be." Lorn frowns. "He also offered an observation, alnost as if | were a child, that
while Cyad is a marvelous city, the people are as others. Wy would they be otherw se?"

"Because, dearest, you still believe that a great city nust cone from great people." She offers
a sad snile. "A great city can conme frombut a handful of great people, and the acceptance of the
rest, who are grateful and pleased to benefit fromthe | abors of the few You have said as much
yoursel f, yet I amnot sure you believe it." Ryalth slips her hands fromhis and crosses the main
chanmber to the cooler, where she bends and searches, before lifting out an anber bottle of

Al afraan. "l did save a few bottles for us here."

" ' Save' ?"

"You will need sorme in Biehl." She grins. "Soneone has to take care of those details." The grin
fades. "You are worried."

"My father. He does not |ook strong... and he insisted on having a private talk with nme." Lorn
shakes his head. "Some of it, | don't understand. He practically threatened ne years ago to stay

away fromyou. He told ne | nust break off the relation with you, that it was not appropriate, and
now he says | could not have picked a better consort anywhere, and mnmy truthreadi ng shows that he
nmeans such."

"For that, for us, | amnost glad." Ryalth uncorks the Al afraan and half fills two goblets,
then recorks the bottle. "Perhaps the warning was to assure that you foll owed your heart and
beliefs, and not custom™

"It has to be... but... that would nmean..." Lorn shakes his head once nore. "It would nean that
he doubted fromthe first that | would be a nmagus. Yet he pressed ne to excel in those studies and
kept telling ne how a magus nust |ove the study and use of chaos above all."

"Is all that not true? Wuld you be what you are had you not done so well in those studies?"

"No," Lorn admits. "But that would nmean he expected... all that fromthe beginning."

"He is your father. How could he not know?" Ryalth | aughs gently. "W never expect the
perception fromour parents that we do fromothers who are w se.”

"He has given me hints, but | seldomfelt his use of the chaos-glass in follow ng me."
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"He knows you well enough that he needs no gl ass."

Lorn's smle is rueful. "And all these years, | thought | directed ny own course."

"We never direct our courses solely, dearest of lancers." Ryalth extends a goblet to her
consort. "Not even the highest do."

"W |ike to think so." He takes the goblet. "W like to think that the nan-or the wonman- nakes
the tines, not that the times make them"

Ryalth's snile is gentle. "Thank you for including wonen. The original saying does not." She

rai ses her goblet, then sips. "Mich of what we think is illusion, dear consort, grasped for
confort."

Lorn lifts his goblet as she does, then sips the Alafraan. "I'mglad | didn't have to wait
anot her year to see you. O have you travel all the way to the Accursed Forest."

"As am |, but... An eightday is scarce enough to greet, |let alone part."

"Better an eightday than no time together at all."

She nods slowy, then looks at Lorn for a long time. "I can travel to Biehl nore easily... than
to Jakaafra... or soneplace |ike Syadtar or Assyadt.”

"Because it's a port city?"

"I can nake a trading run. | know Fyrad, for | grew up there, but Biehl | do not know, and it

woul d be best for Ryal or House that | do."

"Way Bi ehl ?" he asks in spite of hinself.

"Jera is the closest barbarian port, and many of the coasters run between the two. | would see
what they trade that we know little of." She takes another swallow of the Al afraan, far |arger
than is her custom Her deep blue eyes are | arge and near-|lum nous as she | ooks once nore at Lorn
"I will wite you of trade, for | can ensure ny scrolls go but to you while you are in Biehl. |
woul d not talk nore of trade this evening. Nor of duty."”

She sets the goblet on the table and noves around it toward him

He sets down his goblet. As their arns go around each other, Lorn wonders at the sense of
vul nerability he senses beneath her conpetent exterior... Wiat is he m ssing?

But that wonder lasts but for a nonent as their |ips nmeet, and anot her type of marvel replaces
t he wonder.

Part Il - Lorn alt, Biehl

X

As Lorn wal ks northward fromthe square in Biehl where the firewagon stops, within two bl ocks, he
reaches the harbor area. To his right are the piers, and to his left-westward-is a short row of
structures-their lower |evels plastered and whitewashed. Both plaster and whitewash are worn away
in places, exposing the old yellow brick beneath. The second stories of those buildings that have
upper |levels are of weathered planks, whose whitewash has nmostly fl aked away.

H s eyes flick fromthe faded sign bearing the crossed candles of a chandlery, to a cooper's
shop, and then to another building with no sign. Turning, his gear in hand, Lorn studies the three
har bor piers-crude tinber structures, weathered and splintered in places, not at all |ike the
white stone piers of Cyad, Fyrad, or Sumrerdock. The piers jut out into the river that begins
sonewhere in the western reaches of the Hills of Endless Grass. Two schooners are tied at the
ni ddl e pier, and an oceangoing brig at the outer one. The innernost, although enpty, is nore for
smal l er craft, Lorn suspects, and perhaps for fishing vessels unl oading.

Both piers and the snall city of Biehl lie on the western side of the River Behla. On the
eastern side, there is a snmaller town, and but what appears to be a dil apidated single pier, part
of its shoreward side rising out of a nud-bank or sandbar. From what the firewagon drivers had
told him the Mrror Lancer conpound lies north of the piers and farther west on a | ow bl uff
overl ooki ng the Northern Ccean, or that stretch of water where the Northern and Geat Western
Cceans neet.

The odors of dead fish, nud, and salt water m x in the cool breeze blowi ng off the bl ue-black
wat er north beyond the harbor. Streaks of white top the short and choppy waves in the harbor

Since Biehl has no carriage for hire, not that the firewagon drivers knew, Lorn resunes
wal ki ng, past the outernost pier, and the brig that bears a dark blue ensign-that of Spidlar, he
t hi nks. Ahead the ground rises, and the uneven cobbl estones of the road give way to granite paving
stones, cracked and no | onger set evenly but still nore level than the stones of the road that
flanks the harbor. The handful of trees yet bear winter-gray | eaves, showi ng that spring cones
later in Biehl.
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The bluff is little nore than a hill Iess than twenty cubits higher than the water of the
harbor, and the Mrror Lancer port conmpound is small. That Lorn can tell even as he wal ks toward
the gates. The yellow brick walls stand little nore than five cubits, and extend |l ess than a
eighty cubits on a side away fromthe gates-oiled gol den oak, and open.

A single guard | ooks warily at the approaching Mrror Lancer officer

Finally, the stripling speaks. "Ser?" His voi ce squeaks.

"I"'m Overcaptain Lorn." He shows the |ancer the seal ring. "I couldn't find a carriage; so
wal ked. "

"Ah... ser... there be none for hire here."

"I suspected such. Wich is the headquarters buil di ng?"

"On the left, ser, but there be no one there but Squad Leader Hel kyt, ser."

"That's fine." As he steps through the gates, Lorn realizes that the young guard doesn't equate
himwi th an inconi ng detachnent commuander.

He studies the two weathered yell owbrick buildings in the mddle of the conpound, each |ong
and narrow, and what appears to be a stable set against the rear wall. The roofs of all the
structures are of a split gray slate, and there are patches of npbss growing from between splits in
the slate. Sonme noss al so grows in the cracks between the ancient granite paving stones of the
courtyard

An open door beckons fromthe headquarters building to Lorn's left, and he wal ks toward it.
There, he steps into the foyer and sets down his gear, then noves through the archway into a
corridor. On the right-hand side of the corridor is another door, ajar, and Lorn peers in. The
gl oony roomis shallow and broad with a dais on which is a table desk with two chairs behind it.
The space before the dais is vacant, and the stone tiles of the floor are dusty. Faint cobwebs
adorn the closed wi ndow shutters. : The overcaptain turns to the door on the other side of the
corridor, also ajar. He | ooks through the span-w de opening. |Inside what appears to be a study, a
seni or squad | eader | eans back in the weathered oak chair, his boots propped on a footchest of the
type that contains Mrror Lancer records. H's eyes are closed, and he snores, intermttently. To
his right is a closed door, presumably to the commander's inner study.

Lorn backs away fromthe doorway, wondering what else he may find. He | eaves his gear in the
foyer and wal ks slowy along the side of the building. Leaves have drifted into the corners
bet ween the courtyard paving stones and the bricks of the walls, scattered over dirt packed
agai nst the cracked and faded yell ow bri cks.

From the buil ding across fromthe one containing the port-detachnment studies, three |lancers
energe. They stop and | ook at each other. Lorn can hear the murnurs.

"...young officer..."

.overcaptain's bars..."
. some senior commander's son... think it's the new conmander ?"
...nah... too young... only send old dungbl owers here."

As Lorn turns toward the three, the murnurs die away, and they wal k briskly toward the guard at
t he conpound gate. Lorn turns back toward the door |eading into the headquarters, but before he
goes nmore than a hal fscore of steps, the squad | eader who had been snoring scurries fromthe
buil ding toward Lorn, funmbling a soiled green garrison cap into place over thinning gray hair.

"Ser?" The heavyset senior squad | eader stops, then bows. "I'm Overcaptain Lorn. I'mhere to
take over command of the port detachnent. |s there a commanding officer here, or did he | eave
before | reported?"

"Ah, ser... Overcaptain Madlyr, he died of a flux... alnost half a season ago. W' d been
wonder i ng when soneone woul d cone."
"I"'mhere." Lorn pulls forth the order scroll. "I didn't get your name, Squad Leader."

"Hel kyt, ser. Helkyt." He takes the scroll. Lorn shows the seal ring.

"Ah, yes, ser." Hel kyt pauses. "That your gear in the headquarters foyer, ser?"

"It is. | thought 1'd take a | ook around... while you were resting." Hel kyt flushes, but
continues. "If you'd |like, we can go to your quarters, and you can drop your gear there first."

"That would be fine."

Lorn steps past the squad | eader with the thinning blond hair and the overround, jow ed face,
and wal ks into the headquarters foyer, where he reclains his bags. He nods to Hel kyt, who turns
and wal ks northward al ong the side of the building.

The commander's quarters are on the second | evel of the headquarters building at the end away
fromthe entrance Lorn had found first. There is a staircase directly up fromthe foyer, and the
hol | owed sunstone steps are dusty. The six-panel ed door is of golden oak, and there are
separations in the wood around the panels.

Wth the bronze key Hel kyt has produced, Lorn unlocks and opens the door and steps into a snal
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square foyer. The floor is of alternating green and cream di anond-shaped ceranmic tiles. Lorn | ooks
to the right. Through the archway is a small room a study with a built-in bookcase, and a narrow
desk. Before the desk is a straight-backed oak chair with a scrolled back- an ancient chair, or an
old chair with an ancient design.

On the left is an open door that shows a small bedchanmber with a narrow single bed.

Lorn steps ahead into the |large nain room which contains two settees, upholstered in a green
velvet, two arnthairs and a | ow table, and several arm ess chairs set against the wal ks. Two of
the chairs flank a sideboard. On the left outer wall are four narrow wi ndows. On the right inner
wall is a set of open double doors that show a | arger bedchanber. Lorn steps through the doors and
sets the bags on the green-tiled floor. A nodest doubl e-sized bed w thout posts and with a | ow
headboard is flanked by two tables with tarni shed bronze | anps set on each. A faded green
shi nmercl oth spread covers the bed. On one side of the small door that |eads to a bathing chanber
is a dressing table. On the other are two oversized arnoires, set side by side. The bedchanber
al so has four narrow wi ndows that match those in the main room

"Ser... Sone commanders, years back, ser, they brought their consorts.”

"M ne might visit," Lorn says, "but she won't stay long."

" Ser ?"

"She's the head of a trading house.”

"Yes, ser."

Lorn turns and | eaves the bedchamber.

"Ser... ah... I'Il tell Daelya that you'll be needing the quarters cleaned."

Lorn nods. "If she could do that this afternoon while you and | talk over the situation

here..."

"Yes, ser. She is your cook, also, ser

The remai ning roons of the quarters consist of a dining roomwith a table |arge enough to seat
a dozen, a kitchen with a huge ceranmic stove that nust be generations old, a breakfast room and a
back pantry, off which are service side stairs down to the courtyard

Lorn nods to hinself as he conpletes the quick tour and studies Helkyt. "lI'd like to | ook at
the barracks, and the stables, and everything el se."

"Now. .. ser?"

"Now." Lorn smiles. "How will | know what you are tal king about unless | see it?"

"Yes, ser." Helkyt's professional tone does not quite cover the dismay and resignation in his
voi ce, but he turns and |l eads Lorn back down the steps. They cross the dusty paved courtyard to
the other long building, entering through the double doors in the niddle.

The odors of age, urine, and spoiled food assault Lorn before he has taken his second step into
the barracks building. He glances around. The plan is simlar to that of the barracks at |sahl
with two barracks areas flanking an open center nustering area.

Lorn turns left.

"Ah, ser... The north end has been cl osed for some tinme."

Lorn nods and keeps wal ki ng past the colums. Wiile the bunk franes remain, it is al nost
i mpossible to discern themfor the discarded materials scattered over and around them Lorn can
meke out rotted tinbers, enpty and broken barrels, a twisted firelance shaft, several sets of
shutters, and splotches of liquids on the tiles.

He turns and wal ks back through the nustering area, heading toward the area in use.

"Officer in the barracks!" Hel kyt announces.

The first two bunks are unoccupi ed, bare horsehair mattresses sitting in franes, w thout even
footchests at their base.

Two | ancers stand before footchests at the next set of bunks. Both are young, certainly younger
than Lorn had been when he began | ancer training. They wear but smallclothes. Lorn raises his
eyebr ows.

"They had guard duty at the gates l|last night, ser

Lorn nods. "You can get sonme rest for now "

"Yes, ser," the two reply in near unison

The remai nder of the bunks are empty, but blankets Iie strewn carelessly over mattresses, and
dust has gathered in corners. Three of the footchests are open, and one | acks hinges and a |id.

Lorn's boots find sticky patches on the tiles as he wal ks al ong the barracks bay. He turns and
wal ks back past the reclining lancers and out through the nustering area. Finally, he stands in
the clean air outside the barracks.

He | ooks at Hel kyt. "Let's see the rest."

"Yes, ser."

As he follows the rotund squad | eader, Lorn only hopes that the stables, the arnory, the

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (20 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:01 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

storeroons, and ot her sections of the conpound will prove less in need of cleaning and repair.

X1

On the first norning after his arrival in Biehl, Lorn sets the list he has witten up on the w de
desk in the adm nistrative headquarters. Then he surveys the roomnore carefully than he had the
day before. Like everything else in the Mrror Lancer conpound at Biehl, the study Lorn has as a
conmpound commander is larger than those he has seen el sewhere-and far ol der. None of the five
manual s in the built-in oak bookcase has been opened in years, if not generations, as Lorn

di scovers when lifting one and discovering that a thin strip of |eather fromthe binding remains
stuck to the wood of the shel ves.

Fi ne cracks adorn the antique gol den oak table desk, and he has never seen the like of either
the ornate swirled bronze | anps or the wall sconces in which they rest. The chair behind the desk
is |arge-and heavy. Dust puffs fromthe w de green cushion that covers the seat when Lorn plunps
it. He rubs his nose, manhaging not to sneeze.

The window is stiff, but he eases it open enough to let in sone of the noister and cl eaner
outside air. Then he reseats hinself behind the desk, glancing toward the two chests filled with
| ess than perfectly kept records, the study of which had occupi ed much of the previ ous eveni ng.

After a deep breath, he clears his throat and calls, "Hel kyt!"

The door opens, and the squad | eader appears. "Yes, ser?"

Lorn notions for Hel kyt to take one of the chairs on the other side of the table desk. He waits
for the man to seat hinmself, and for a bit |onger, before he begins. "W have nore than a few
matters to take care of around here, Helkyt," Lorn says with a cheer he scarcely feels.

"Yes, ser." Helkyt's voice is even, wary.

"First, best you know why | was sent here."

"That had puzzled ne, ser, | nust adnmit."

"You may have heard that the barbarians have been increasing their attacks to the east and the
south of here. Isahl, Inividra, Assyadt-they've all had nore and nore attacks by |arger and | arger
groups. "

"I hadn't heard that, ser, but there's nuch we don't hear in Biehl."
"The Maj er- Conmander needs nore trained |ancers.” Lorn waits.

"Ah... so..."
Lorn nods. "You understand that with the barbarians becoming nore active... well... the Enperor
does need nore lancers in Assyadt... and we can either train themor find ourselves being

transferred. Al of us."

Hel kyt tries to avoid swall ow ng.

"We both would rather recruit and train nore |ancers. That neans we'll have to clean up the
north wing of the barracks, and start acquiring nore nounts, and sabres. We can only do a little
of the firelance training here, because those |ances are needed el sewhere, but I'Il be seeing if
we can be sent a few nore, just in case the barbarians decide to cone westward fromJera. It also
means that we'll have to be ready to begin training no later than the turn of sumrer."

"The turn of sunmer, ser?"

The overcaptain gives the senior squad | eader another smile. "lI'"mcertain you can help nme work
this out, Helkyt. 1'd nmuch rather rely on sonmeone of your experience in Biehl than to break in
soneone new. "

"I am sure we can neet the Majer-Comrander's requirenments, ser. Ah... will there be other
of ficers... conpany captains?"

"I was led to believe that | have the first opportunity here, Helkyt. I1'd like to be able to
work it out between us. If it proves to take too long, though, there could be several officers
arriving, and the Mjer-Commander would just bring in an entire new cadre.”

"I am nost sure we can work out matters, ser. Mst sure.”

Lorn leans back in his chair, but only slightly. "I amnpost pleased that you feel that way.
Bot h the Maj er-Conmander and H s M ghtiness are known to reward success as surely as they punish
failure. W would both prefer the rewards, | believe."

"Yes, ser. Yes, ser." Helkyt nods his head tw ce, quickly.

"Now... let's talk about what we can do i nmedi ately. The payroll first, because it affects how
many new | ancers we can train. |'ve been | ooking at those records."

Hel kyt remains inpassive in his chair, but his eyes flicker.
"The nunbers don't add up." The overcaptai n shrugs. "W cannot change the past, and | won't
pass judgnment on what has happened."” He pauses. "But it won't keep happeni ng. W have a payrol
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enough for two conpani es of |ancers. W have | ess than one conpany. We aren't recruiting that nany
young | ancers, and | would guess many of their skills are suspect. So... we'll have to make sure
the lancers who aren't so good get retrained, as well. 1'd like you to begin organi zing the
training programboth for recruits and for those who need nore training. Pick the two best riding
| ancers for nmount and formation training and the two best for sabres. They can be the sanme nmen, or
they can be different. | may help out, as | can." Lorn frowns. "At first, with the sabre training,
we' d best pad the blades to begin with, at least until the younger ones know which side has an
edge and whi ch does not."

Hel kyt nods his head up and down slowy, then takes out a piece of squarish cloth and blots his
f or ehead.

Lorn ignores the gesture and continues. "I'Il neet with you and with the nmen you' ve chosen
first thing tonorrow. " He | ooks at the next itemon his handwitten list. "The pay chest is the
next thing. There's nuch of that payroll that seens to have di sappeared. |I'msure that if you

| ooked, you could find some of it. W're going to need it." Lorn snmles at Helkyt. "I'mal so sure
that if a good portion of the missing silvers and golds turn up and we acconplish what the Myjer-
Conmmander has in mnd, he wouldn't want to bother hinself with sending nore officers here."

Hel kyt nods slowy. "There are perhaps sonmewhat | ess than a hundred golds in the chest in the
strong room and sonme two hundred silvers. | might be able to find sonme others, placed el sewhere
for saf ekeepi ng, now that we know what the Majer-Commander has in mnd."

"I"'mcertain you will do your best." Lorn smiles briefly. "Now, how does our payroll get here?"

"We get a chest every other eightday," replies the senior squad |leader. "I take the trave
chest to the Enperor's Enunerators, and they fill it, and the guards and | bring it here and put
it inthe strongroomuntil we pay the nen on sevenday."

"When you do next receive that payroll?"

"The day after tonorrow "

"Good. From now on, each time you do that, we'll count it here in the study, and we'll both
sign a record showi ng how nuch we received." .;

"Yes, ser. I'll talk to the enunerators.”

"That's a good idea. They shoul d know what the Mjer-Conmmander has in mnd, too, especially
before they provide the next payroll."

"l would think so, ser."

"I'"ll have to nmeet with them Perhaps we should do it together."

"Ah... yes, ser."

Lorn sniles again. "I want to nake sure that we're supplying themw th the services they need."
"You said your consort was the head of a trading house, ser?"

"Yes. |'ve learned a great deal from her."

Hel kyt smiles. "I amcertain the enunerators will wish to | earn that the conmander has some

under st andi ng of trade and nerchanters.”

"You m ght send them a nessage to that effect, but |I think we should nmeet with them tonorrow,
as early as possible.™

"Yes, ser."

Lorn glances at his handwitten |ist again. "The north wing of the barracks. W'll need to hire
a cart or a wagon and carry all the junk off. Is there a rag-picker here in Biehl that night pay
us sonething for the cloth and the wood?"

Hel kyt's face bl anks.

"You need to find out if there is. Also, we'll need to see about whether there enough cuprite
for the coppersmth to pay us..."

Lorn stops as Hel kyt's eyes begin to glaze over. "I've offered enough for now. Wy don't you
start on working out who can do the training?" He stands. "We'll talk later."

Hel kyt lurches to his feet. "I will have those names for you shortly, ser. Mst shortly."

The smile does not |eave Lorn's face until the senior squad | eader closes the door behind him

XV

In the spring evening, sitting at the desk in his quarters' study, Lorn exanines the payroll and
expense-draw figures once nore. He shakes his head. Wthout additional golds, he cannot afford
both nounts and saddles for two full conpanies, even if he does not recruit the second new squad
until mdsumrer. He may be able to draw upon the District CGuards. He shakes his head once nore,
then jots an addition to his list. He needs to send a nessage to the District Guard Conmander, and
then visit the conmander, for another aspect of his duties is to ascertain and verify the nunbers
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and capabilities of those guards-sonething that has not been done in years. He sets aside his list
and picks up the payroll figures again.

After yet another series of nental cal culations, he sets aside the reckonings, know ng that
unl ess he can obtain good horses nore cheaply or saddles or... sonething... he will not reach his
goal s, and so many of those goals are but within his own mnd. Know ng what he nust do, he tries
not to dwell on the audacity required. Yet, w thout audacity his future is dimindeed. And wi thout
know edge as well, he rem nds hinself.

He [aughs to hinmself. Still... he assumes that a man can nmake the times, when it is not at al
clear that such is possible, or even that the times nmake the nman. He will see; he nust see.

He slips the chaos-glass fromthe single drawer and sets it on the polished wood. While Lorn
knows that he nust be successful in using the glass in order to survive and prosper, it has been
difficult enough to follow those in the glass with whomhe has little connection. Yet a chaos-
gl ass woul d prove nost useful as a battlefield tool-if only to see where the barbarians-or any
enemny-m ght be riding.

Lorn concentrates. This tine takes |onger, far longer, than when he has sought individuals he
has met or known about, before the silver mists clear and display a view of riders. The inage
di splayed is that of a raider band. Lorn's only problemis that he has no i dea where the
barbari ans m ght be, or what might be their destination

After releasing the imge, he takes a deep breath. WII he have to use the glass to nap the
nort hwest section of the Hlls of Endless Grass? O perhaps if he tries to call up an inage of
Jera?

He concentrates once nore-and is rewarded with the vision of a town that appears nuch as Biehl
nmust from above-except Jera appears to be on the north side of the River Jeranya. The sparkling in
Lorn's eyes slowy turns into needles, then narrow stilettos that stab at the back of his eyes as
he tries to nake out individual sections of the town in the glass.

When he finally rel eases the image, his head is pounding, and tiny knives continue to jab
through his eyes and into his skull. He sits with his eyes closed, well into the darkness,
massagi ng his forehead, trying to rub away the throbbing that foll ows extensive use of the chaos-
glass. Finally, Lorn opens his eyes, slips the glass into the drawer, stands, and |lights the | anp.
Then he takes out the pen and a fresh sheet of paper and begins to wite, slowy, carefully. First
cone the letters to his parents and Jerial, then a shorter one to Myryan, and finally, the one
with which he would have preferred to have begun. But had he started with it, the others night not
have been witten.

When he is finished with the last letter, the one to Ryalth, he | ooks over the scroll he has
witten-drafted nost carefully, since he has no way to send a scroll through nmerchanters he can
trust and thus nust dispatch this scroll through the nornmal firewagon/courier system

My dearest,

The trip to Biehl was itself nobst uneventful, but comng here has been far different from
anyt hing either of us could have imagined. To begin with, there was no one to relieve, since the
previous overcaptain was an ol der officer who died over a season ago. As result of his untinely
death, even nore has been required than | had first thought because nuch has been neglected. The
city, rather nore of a large and old town, sits on the west side of the River Behla, to the south
of the Northern Ocean... Wen the winds blow, it can be chill indeed..

It appears as though ny duty here will also require recruiting and training young | ancers so
that | may provide trained nen for service el sewhere, as required by the Mjer-Conmmander. This is
in addition to refurbishing the conmpound and providing | ancers as necessary for the Enperor's
Enunerat ors, who have done without such support and presence at |east since the death of the
previ ous overcaptain.

Wth quarters far larger than | ever could have inmagi ned, and even suitable for a consort-at
| east to visit, although they are ornate in the old style, | do have sone space in which to think
and to read in quiet. And | have a serving wonan, consorted to one of the older |ancers, who
cl eans and al so cooks ny evening neal. Al though her nmeals are sinple and plain, they are far
better than the food at ny earlier duty assignnents... Because all has been so busy in dealing
with the unsettled situation created by the untinely death of the previous overcaptain, | stil
have not had a chance to spend nmuch tine in the town itself or to deternine what wares m ght be
uni que... but | have not forgotten that such is necessary...

| do miss you, and trust that all continues well with you

He sets the scroll aside to dry, and sits back for a nonent in the ancient and not terribly
confortable chair. Sonehow, the quarters rem nd Lorn of the silver-covered book, alnpst as if they
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call up the tinme of the ancient witer. Biehl is an old town, and it is possible that the conpound
walls may date fromthe early years of Cyador, but the quarters date back perhaps three
generations, certainly no |onger

Wth the scrolls still drying, Lorn picks up the slimsilver volume, as unnmarked as when Ryalth
had first pressed it upon him despite its being carried back and forth across Cyador. He opens it
and fingers his way through the pages, until he reaches one of the nore enignatic verses.

| hear the lonely Magi'i

i mprisoning their chaos-souls

in the corridors of their quarter
forging firewagons, ships, and firespears
to ensure an old world never reappears.
I hear the altage souls lifting | ances
agai nst what the future past advances,
while tine-towers hold at bay

the winters of another day,

what we woul d not face

what we coul d not erase..

until those towers crunble into sand
and Cyad can no | onger stand.

Lorn frowns as he pages through the book and finds the other verse, the one that shows Cyad as
far nmore. He reads the first two stanzas out | oud.

In this season, the stones are sharp and cl ear
from deci si ons once nade in hope and fear

those traditions grafted fromstars |long |ost,
distant battles fought w thout thought of cost

| ands wrenched fromthe grasp of order's dead hand,
that refugees could build a fruitful [|and.

Cyad, fromyour green and streets of white stone
will conme the first peace this poor |and has known.
Fromthe Rational Stars and the three ways

will follow hope and justice for all days..

Lorn murnurs the rest of the poenmis words to hinself once. The same witer, and in one case he
has witten of the greatness of Cyad, and in the other, of its inevitable fall. Lorn frowns. Cyad
nmust not fall-not in his life.

He cl oses the book slowy. The witer had felt all those years ago that the towers would fail
and yet he had persevered. Lorn frowns. Had he? The book offers no guarantee of such. There are no
verses sayi ng what becane of the witer, nor any hints as to how the slimvolune cane into the
hands of Ryalth's nother.

Lorn gl ances out the window into the darkness that has fallen on the conpound. He is trying to
rebuild the garrison and conpound. Can it be done? Can Cyad be re-forned to retain its greatness
wi t hout firewagons, without fireships, without firelances? WII it remain Cyad?

And what is Cyad? He wonders, still without an answer to his father's question, not one that
satisfies him Al those questions, and the nel ancholy words of the ancient witer, bring up once
nmore the other question, sinple enough, yet also without a sinple answer. Do the tines nake a man,
or can a man nake the times? Was the ancient witer produced by the pressures of creating Cyador
nmerely reacting to those pressures? O did he direct then? Since Lorn knows not who the man was,
he has no answers, and the words of the witer offer no absolute assurances of either

Lorn shakes his head, ruefully, yawning. Such phil osophical speculations will not help in
acconpl i shing what he nust. He yawns once nore, then stands and turns out the light. He has nuch
to do on the norrow, as he does on every norrow

XV

The two nmen stand on the end of a white stone pier at which no vessels are tied. Under the heavy
clouds of a chill spring day, the wind creates snmall whitecaps on the choppy gray-blue waters of
the harbor of Cyad. Hal fway toward the shore are two groups of guards, each by a separate boll ard.
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One set of guards is clad in green uniforns, with gold trim the second and snmaller group in
shapel ess blue. Al the guards watch the two nmerchanters who face each other.

Both men are beardl ess and wear bl ue shinmercloth. One is ponderous, tall, heavy, and his brown
eyes seem al nost hidden by heavy lids. His dark brown hair, though trimred carefully, is thinning
and lank and flops in the wind. The second nerchanter is of average height, and trim His hair is
sandy-col ored, tinged with silver-gray, and his eyes are hazel

The heavy nerchanter |ooks down at the snaller man. "Mst honored d an Head Tasjan, | have
heard that there are those in the Dyjani C an who murnur about the need for change anong the
mer chanters.”

"There are al ways those who w sh change
surprisingly for one so slender

"The words are for nore than change. There is talk about who will be Enperor."

"There have always been some who ask, 'Is it not tine for a nerchanter Enperor? Can we not
support with our blades and gol ds sonmeone who will live in the years to come? Can we not do away
with those who revere the cracked and failing vase of the past?' " Tasjan |aughs. "I have heard
such questions since | was a boy. So have you."

"Such questions are dangerous now," Bl uoyal observes. "Because the Enperor is aging, Bluoyal?
O because he is less than satisfied with his Merchanter Advisor?"

"Remenber, Tasjan, | was the one who cal ned Fuyol when he wo have hired bl ades to di smenber you
and your heirs, and the one who counsel ed patience."

"I appreciate your efforts, nmy old and valued friend." Tasjan shrugs. "Yet none would accept
his golds, and now he is dying, and all | ook the other way."

"There was the matter of a Dyjani trade plaque," Bluoyal points out. "And a Brystan sabre
refinished in cupridium And the Dyjani are the ones who trade nost in sabres from Brysta-the only
ones, as | recall."

"Everyone knows we al one trade in such arms, excepting, of course, Bluyet House, which also
does, but we know that the Enperor's Merchanter Advisor is far above suspicion,” Tasjan replies.
"That is why it was nmeaningless. It was an easy way to cast suspicion.”

"And why," asks Bluoyal with a |laugh, "would anyone wi sh to cast suspicion upon the nost
honor abl e Dyjani O an? Because you are all so bel oved?"

Tasjan returns the laugh. "W are nost beloved, for we are the nobst successful at conpeting
with the Hanorians in all that they do."

"Bel oved or not, nost honored and ancient friend, nowis not the time for nerchanters to raise
questions. Tine favors us nore than action. Rynst grows ol der by the day, and without him the
Mrror Lancers will not know which way to point their blades. Chyenfel holds to |ife by sheer
force of will against chaos, and when Kharl succeeds him chaos will meet chaos, for the Second
Magus wi |l not support young Rustyl as a successor to the Ml achite Throne-nor anyone supported by
Rynst." Bl uoyal shakes his head. "The Second Magus woul d be Enperor, and yet he cannot see that
few even within the Quarter of the Magi'i will support him™

"He is a powerful mage, as is his son," Tasjan counters. "The fourth nagus, who has bal anced
all, is failing, many say, and his daughter is consorted to Kharl's son. Many woul d support Kharl
because he has a son, and for the sake of the daughter of the fourth magus, and to ensure that
there would be an heir. The Enpire cannot stand another Enmperor w thout heirs, not in these
tines."

"And when the Second Magus fails... then what?" asks Bluoyal. "WII you then offer yourself as
the man of the nmerchanters-or of the people?”

"I cannot inmgi ne that happening,"” Tasjan replies.

Despite the cool wind, Bluoyal blots his forehead with a pale blue square of cloth that
monentarily covers his entire visage. H's brown eyes are hard as he studi es the sl ender, sandy-
haired nerchanter. "You have talked of the failure of the Magi'i to others. Why will you not adnit
it to me?"

"Because you neet too often with Chyenfel and Kharl." Tasjan shrugs. "I will not admt such
even now. | do believe, as do you, that there will cone a tinme when a nerchanter nust sit upon the
Mal achite Throne. Wen that tine will be, | do not know. Nor do you."

"You wager that tine will be soon, and you are the nerchanter, and your guards under Sasyk w ||
make sure that at |east sone will nake you such an offer."

Tasjan smiles. "Wiile | would scarce refuse such, who woul d ever offer that to me-the head of
the oh-so-bel oved Dyjani O an? As for Sasyk, you know that he is but to protect the interests of
t he House."

The ol der and heavi er nerchanter shakes his head ponderously. "You play with chaos-flane, ny
friend."

Tasjan's voice is a nellow and deep bass,
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"You will be burned by such flames sooner than |, Bluoyal, for you are far closer to them and
Cyad is less than kind to those who cannot bal ance the chaos of chaos and the chaos of nman."

"You seem nost concerned for ny welfare."

"I am indeed, for if you fail, who will be Merchanter Advisor?" asks Tasjan. "I would not w sh
it to be Veljan, for reasons we all know. Nor Wanat, who is all that you claiml am And bel oved
as | am who would wi sh me? Does that nmean we woul d see soneone |ike Kernys? O the |ady trader
the one who nakes us | ook magnani mous in our petty revenges? No... | would nuch prefer you not
fail."

"For now," suggests Bl uoyal

"But, of course." Tasjan |laughs. "Wuld you have ne lie outright?"

Bl uoyal |aughs as well, even as he lifts the wide blue cloth to blot his perspiring face once
nor e.

XVI

In the early-norning light that brightens his overcaptain's study, Lorn pores over the map of
Bi ehl before him trying to |link what he has seen so far in the town with the old cartographic
i nfornati on. Some material he can see is outdated, for the map shows four piers in the harbor, and
several structures that may have been warehouses that exist no |onger
H s earlier perusal of the records in Helkyt's study al so shows that at one tine, the
commandant of the conmpound had been a majer or sub-najer, and that there had been three conpanies
quartered in the conpound. He strai ghtens and shakes his head, know ng he nust act quickly and
deci sively, even before he knows enough to do so. He also knows that such actions nmust show as
little as possible, for an intelligent officer who is young for his rank is already suspect.
"Ser?" Hel kyt peers in the study door. "Have you been here | ong?"

"Since around dawn, | think." Lorn laughs. "Cone on in and tell me about the Enmperor's
Enunerators. O ose the door."

Hel kyt cl oses the door and takes the seat nearest the wall. He brushes back a thin and | ong
strand of blond hair, unconsciously swirling it over the top of his scalp where nost of his hair
has al ready vani shed. "Myhap... mayhap, ser, as you said, best you know about the Enperor's

Enunerators here in Biehl, afore you visit such." Helkyt's brow is perspiring, despite the coo
air in the study.

"Tell me," Lorn says easily.

"There be three enunerators-Flutak, Neabyl, and Conyr. Senior Enunerator Flutak," Hel kyt says,
"he is in charge of administering and collecting the tariffs here. Neabyl inspects the vessels to
ensure they carry no contraband, and Conyr is the nost junior. He will do whatever the el der
enunerators request."”

"How | ong has Fl utak been the senior enunerator?"

Hel kyt shrugs uneasily. "He has been such | ong before | was posted here."

"And you have been here?"

"Near-on eight years, ser."

"Does Flutak spend much tine with the I ocal traders and nmerchants? Or does he have rel ations
anong any nerchant house?"

Hel kyt noistens his lips. Finally, he speaks. "Not that |1'd be knowi ng, ser, not for certain.
Sone say he has powerful relatives in Cyad. In Biehl, he is said to be close to the olive-grower
Baryat... nmayhap others, but those |I've not heard.”

Lorn nods. "Wat about Neabyl ?"

"He canme but five years ago, and Conyr three."

"Do any of them have consorts here?"

"Fl utak has none, though it is said he has a m stress, the youngest daughter of Baryat. Baryat
hol ds many | ands to the south and west. There it is drier and nore sunny.”

"Are many barrels of olives shipped from Bi ehl ?"

"More olives than nbst anything el se, ser. Excepting clay, and that is worth far |ess."

What Lorn does not understand-or fears he does-is the npbst obvious nature of what Hel kyt
reveal s.

"And Neabyl ?"

"Hi s consort lives in Summerdock, and it is said that she will not so nuch as visit Biehl
Conyr-he is young, and has none, none that any would know. "

"I don't suppose you woul d know who those powerful relatives of Flutak m ght be, or whether
they mght be related to any in mgjor trading houses?"
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"That | would not, ser."

"You can return to whatever you were working on, Helkyt. We'll depart to see the enunerators in
a bit. | have a few notes | would like to make."

"Yes, ser." Helkyt rises gingerly.

Lorn adds several itens to the personal list that has gotten alarmingly long in |less than the

full day since he arrived in Biehl, then | eaves his study.

In the outer study, Helkyt |ooks up froma stack of papers. "Ser?"

"Il meet you at the stable.”

"Be there in a nonent, ser, if you will."

Lorn nods and slips out, past the door to the unused room across the corridor, the roomthat
seens designed to be an audi ence chanber or sone sort of official function space. Qutside, the
wind is stronger than earlier, but warmer and out of the south.

He is met at the stable by an ostler who, |like many of those at Biehl, is ol der-white-haired
and missing a good fraction of his teeth. "I be Chul hyr, ser." He |ooks at the uniform
specul atively.

"I"'mLorn, the new overcaptain. | arrived yesterday, but you were not here, Helkyt said." Lorn
smles. "I need a nount. |If you could recomend a good one..."

"You be wanting a stallion, ser?"

Lorn laughs. "1'd like a nmount that will do as | wi sh and not argue about it."

The ostler |aughs back. "Yes, ser.”

As Chul hyr is leading out a chestnut nmare, Hel kyt hurries across the courtyard and arrives,
breat hing heavily. The ostler |ooks at Lorn. "She be having a will, but a firmhand be all you
need. "

"Thank you." Lorn studies the mare, then swings hinself up into the saddl e, where he checks the
Brystan sabre. Then he and Hel kyt ride across the courtyard.

"Have you found anyone to cart off the rubbish?" Lorn asks as they ride through the conmpound
gates and past anot her too-young | ancer guard.

"I"l'l be knowing that this afternoon, ser."

"And you'll have names for instructors?"

"Yes, ser."

Lorn nods. "Tell ne about the places we pass, if you would."

"Yes, ser." Helkyt clears his throat. "There be the warehouse for the olive-growers, where they
store the olives while they season, and beyond that be the potters, save that Al uyt casts but the
large jars for seed oils and the like...."

Lorn listens as they ride back toward the harbor, trying to fix the names and the structures in
his mind, and match themto the map he has studied earlier. As when he had first entered Biehl, he
sees few soul s out and around the ancient town.

The enumerators' single-story building stands west of the piers, and slightly to the south of
the chandl ery, a square structure fifty cubits on a side, partly hidden fromthe rest of Biehl by
a tall hedge. The green shutters are freshly painted, the panes of the wi ndows clean of the salt
that streaks the panes of the |ancer barracks and, indeed, even of the wi ndows of Lorn's quarters.

Lorn and Hel kyt rein up at the side of the structure, where there are several stone hitching-
posts, disnount, and tether their horses, before naking their way to the square arched doorway.
Inside is a narrow table, at which is seated a brown-haired young man in blue, whose tunic bears
thin cream and- green pi pi ng.

"Master Squad Leader," says the enunerator.

"Comyr," returns Hel kyt, "this be Overcaptain Lorn. He is the new conmander of the Mrror
Lancers, and he has cone to call on the senior enunerators."

"They had heard of such, and both will be glad to see you, Overcaptain." Conyr bows. "If you
woul d but cone with ne." Conyr ushers themthrough a set of double doors into a |arge room
simlar to the one in the | ancers' headquarters buil ding, except two men are seated at the table
on the dais, with several stacks of paper between them

The two rise. Both senior enunmerators wear the sane type of uniform blue tunics over green
trousers, with creamcolored web belts. On the forearns of their sleeves are two gold sl ashes.

"Senior Enunerators, this is Overcaptain Lorn," Hel kyt announces. "Overcaptain, Flutak... and
Neabyl . "

Fl utak bows. He is a broad man, alnost totally bald, but with a nuscular formthat any
barbarian m ght indeed admre. Although he is cl eanshaven, his eyebrows are white and bushy, and
white hairs straggle fromhis ears. "I ampleased to see that Biehl once nore has a capabl e | ancer
officer." His voice is a nellow tenor

"And |, too." Although Neabyl is snmall, black-haired, and wiry, he speaks with a deep baritone.
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Lorn bows but slightly in response.

"And what night we be doing for you, Overcaptain?" asks Flutak

"I was just here to tell you that | have been sent to Biehl by the Mjer-Conmander to train and
rebuild the garrison, and to take a nore active role in supporting the Enperor's Enunerators.”
Lorn smles easily. "I thought it best you know that."

"Perhaps we should talk for a nmonent." Flutak noves gracefully toward the corner of the room
and returns with two arm ess oak chairs. He sets one at each end of the oblong table. Al four men
seat thensel ves at the narrow obl ong table.

Flutak |1 ooks at Lorn, as if suggesting he begin.

"As you may know," Lorn says slowly, "the barbarians have increased their attacks in nany
pl aces on the northern borders of Cyad, and nore trained |ancers are needed to deal with these
attacks. It was noted that Biehl has both the space and the facilities to recruit and train young
| ancers, and that the payroll is adequate to handle such.” Lorn smiles. "So it is that | find
nmysel f here.”

Flutak sniles easily, a smle that rem nds Lorn of the late Majer Maran. "W have indeed heard
of the depredations that the Mrror Lancers have faced in the field against the barbarians, and
many had thought that the conpound m ght even be closed, and its |ancers sent el sewhere, for
certainly lancers are scarce needed in Biehl itself. So | amnost glad that is not the case, and
so will those nmerchants who sell to the compound and the | ancers."

"Yet, it is passing strange that nore have not arrived with you," observes Neabyl.

Lorn shrugs. "It is scarcely strange. The Maj er-Conmander believes this task can be
acconpl i shed by an overcaptain. If it cannot, doubtless a majer and an undercaptain will follow
There may be an undercaptain before long, in any event, but it nakes little sense for himto
arrive until there are tasks for himto undertake."

The faintest flicker of a shared gl ance passes between the two senior enunerators.

"I understand that you inspect the cargos being ported here, and collect the inmposts on such
and ensure that contraband, such as iron weapons and the |ike, does not makes its way from vessels
tradi ng here. What other duties do you performthat a | ancer would be unlikely to have great
know edge of ?"

"W provide the payroll for the conpound,” says Neabyl with a snile

"That | understood, and for such we are grateful." After a nonment, Lorn asks, "And | suppose
you keep records of the ships that port so that one nmay conpare from season to season and year to
year ?"

"That we do, and send the tariff revenues to Cyad."

"And perhaps with a stronger |ancer presence, tariff revenues to the Enperor m ght indeed
i ncrease. "

"The enunerators have never needed to rely on the lancers for that," suggests Flutak

"Then, you are indeed fortunate here, for that is not so in all ports,"” Lorn replies evenly.
"In any case, | did wish to informyou of that, and to assure you that, because of ny deep and
abiding interest in trade, | amindeed willing to support your efforts to carry out your duties to
the Enmperor and the Land of Light, as nay be required by the Enperor and the Mjer-Commander..."
Lorn pauses, then adds, "and, of course, by you... as necessary."

"Overcaptain Madl yr had begun to take sone interest in tariffs and trade... but he died rather
suddenly after taking such an interest," observes Flutak snoothly.

"That was nost unfortunate." Lorn sniles, his eyes cold. He concentrates on fixing the nman's
face in his mnd. "But perhaps it will be to everyone's advantage that the garrison here is
restored with the protection of trade in nmnd."

"W would all look to the advantages of all," agrees Flutak. "I see you do not naintain
quarters here," Lorn observes before either enumerator can follow up on his last words.

"There is little reason to do such. Biehl has heretofore been such a peaceful port, with little
need of |ancers and guards."

"Of that | amcertain, and certain it will continue as such," Lorn agrees, "for the lancers are
being trained for their abilities against the barbarians, and there certainly are none here."

"No, indeed, Overcaptain."

Lorn rises. "I do thank you both, and |I |ook forward to working with you as nost necessary." He
bows fractionally. The enunmerators rise nmore slowy. "It is good to see you, a young and vi gorous
overcaptain here in Biehl, and we do hope that our experience will prove of assistance to you,

Overcaptain,"” replies Flutak. "And that you will see fit to draw upon it."

"My thanks to you, and | amnost certain that | will draw on your experience.
inclines his head a last tine before he turns and departs.

Lorn does not speak again until he has nounted the chestnut and they are passing the harbor

The overcaptain
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piers on the return to the conpound. "They have a new buil ding, one of the few | have seen in
Bi ehl . "

"It is but four years since it was built.” Lorn studies the piers. The brig and one of the
schooners have sailed, but a fishing boat is tied at the innernost wharf, where baskets of fish
are being unloaded into a snmall cart.

"They did not seem pl eased, " suggests Hel kyt.

"l doubt they are." Lorn laughs, "Lancer officers are never seen as totally welcone, but | am
certain that they will be hel pful and nost supportive. | need to jot down several things, Helkyt,
when we get back to the study. Then, after that, we nay need the nounts again.”

"Yes, ser." Helkyt renmains silent as they continue riding, the expressions on his face varying
fromconcern to puzzlenent as he occasionally casts a sidelong glance at Lorn

Two | ancers are sparring alnost desultorily in the shadowed northeast corner of the conpound as
Lorn and Hel kyt ride to the stable. Lorn nods to hinself.

"How she be, Overcaptain?" asks the ostler after Lorn reins up outside the stable and
di smount s.

"Fine, but I will be needing her for a longer ride shortly."

"The exercise, that she can use."

"She will be getting nmore." Lorn sniles before turning and wal ki ng qui ckly across the
courtyard. Helkyt scurries to keep pace with him

Once back in his study, Lorn begins to jot down all his inpressions, and where and about what
the enunerators had lied. It seened |ike al nost every other sentence uttered by Flutak bore either
a degree of untruth or a veiled threat, and Lorn has two sheets of paper before he is finished. He
shakes his head before he calls the squad | eader. "Yes, ser?"

"Hel kyt, we're going to take a ride in a few nonents. It nay take a large part of this

afternoon as well. Do you know where Flutak and Neabyl nmamintain their quarters?"

"Ah... It is said..." Lorn raises his eyebrows. "Yes, ser."

"Good. W will take a ride, with several of the |ocal |ancers who may know about Biehl. You
will point out all the places any overcaptain should know. Those will include the dwellings or
quarters of the enunerators, prom nent |ocal nerchanters, shipowners, factors... any crafters who

m ght supply goods for the conpound. It would be well for me to know such."
"Yes, ser. That | can see."

Lorn stands. "I will nmeet you in the stable in a few nonents. | need to get something from ny
quarters."

Hel kyt nods.

"And you need to find two | ancers who were rai sed here and know the town and the gossip."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn ushers the senior squad | eader out, then closes the door to his own study, and wal ks out
into the courtyard, along the headquarters building until he reaches the nmain stairs to his own
spaces at the north end. The dust has been swept fromthe quarters, and the aroma of baking bread
conmes fromthe antique oven, although Daelya is nowhere in sight.

Lorn reclains the chaos-glass fromits hiding place in the arnoire under his smallclothes and
carries it into the front study. There, he closes the door and slides the bolt in place before he
takes out the chaos-gl ass and concentrates.

The silver nists appear, then fade, and a figure swinms into view. Flutak sits alone at the
obl ong table. His brow furrows, and he glances out the w ndow. The enunerator nutters sonething,
but no one joins himwhile Lorn watches.

Lorn finally rel eases the imge. Flutak definitely bears watching.

The overcaptain | ocks the door and hurries down the front steps to the courtyard and across to
the stable where Hel kyt and two | ancers wait, already nounted. In the warm afternoon sunlight that
pours through a clear green-blue sky, Chul hyr holds the reins to the chestnut.

"Thank you, Chul hyr. She's a good mount."

The ostler bows, and retreats.

Hel kyt gestures to the two lancers. "This is Nayhul, and this Kurbyl." Nayhul is brown-haired
and ol der, his face bearing a certain weathering, while Kurbyl is black-haired and fresh-faced.

"Good." Lorn nounts the chestnut. "You two and Squad Leader Hel kyt are going to give nme a tour
of Biehl."

The t hree nod.

"I"'d like to ride back along the harbor road, and the piers, and have you show ne the crafters
and inportant factors in town first, then the dwellings of the nore noted local famlies," Lorn
explains as the four ride out through the gates.

As they head down the slope, Nayhul coughs gently. "Wat is it, Nayhul ?"
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The ol der |ancer gestures to the right, to the west, at a |arge section dug out of the hillside
that adjoins the one on which the conpound sits. "There be the clay quarries of Jahlyr and his
famly. Fine clay for china, and crockery, so fine that the Spidlarians ship it all the way to
Spidlaria," offers one of the young |l ancers. "And even sone from Hanor."

"He is wealthy?" Lorn asks.

"Mbst so. Beyond, you see the villa?"

Lorn studies the brick structures on the far side of the hill, whose roofs and upper |evels
al one are visible fromthe road. "It |ooks large."

"They have nany dwel lings there, and stables, and a warehouse, and even a pool for bathing."

"I's there a large tariff on clay?" Lorn asks Hel kyt.

"That... | would not know. "

They pass the olive warehouse and then near the ocean piers. At the outernost pier in the
harbor rides a two-nasted deep-sea vessel, with an ensign of red and gol d- Hanori an. "Do you know

what the Hanorians come here for?" Lorn asks. "I cannot imagine that there is great enough wealth
here for themto offload | arge cargoes."”

"They buy nost of all salted fish," offers Kurbyl. "My sire has sold sone. And the china at
tinmes, and olives."

"I take it you didn't like being a fisherman," Lorn says. "I nuch prefer a nmount to a boat,

ser. And a dry bunk." The other riders laugh at the wy tone of the youngest. "Anything else the
Hamori ans buy?"

"Mayhap sone scented oils,"” ventures Hel kyt. The other piers are enpty.

Lorn points to the crossed-candles sign, as if to ask about the chandlery. "The chandler, he is

Reycuh, but he is not nuch of a chandler," says Nayhul. "But Fuycyl, he is a nobst excellent
cooper. "
"Most excellent," adds Kurbyl. "My sire pays a copper nore for his barrels for the salted fish

he sells to the Hanor traders."
At the chandlery they turn southward, and Lorn listens as Nayhul offers explanations and nanes
for al nbst every structure or dwelling they pass.

"The bl ue house... that be where the entertainer Fyella lived... old now, but ny grandsire
renenbers her.... the yellow shutters... the cabinetnmaker... and over there be Systyl, the
chenmist, with his powders and potions... The firewagon portico... that all |ancers know. .."

Before long they have |l eft the center area of Biehl and follow a nore wi nding road toward the
sout hwest .

"Here be the dwellings of those of inport, ser,"” offers Nayhul. "Over there, the reddish tower,
that be the watchtower of Master Duplyr, above his mm™"

In tine, perhaps a kay nore to the northwest, Lorn notes a long villa that sprawls across a | ow
hill. "Whose dwelling might that be?"

Hel kyt shifts in the saddl e, but does not answer.

Nayhul finally answers. "That be the dwelling of one of the Enperor's Enunerators, the big one
with no hair."”

"I's that Enunerator Flutak's dwelling, Helkyt?"

"Ah... | believe so..."

"It is rather... substantial," suggests Lorn

"It be the grandest in all of Biehl. So said ny grandsire," adds Kurbyl, the younger |ancer
"Near-on threescore builders worked on it for three seasons."

"And the villa on the next hill?" Lorn asks. "That be the olive-grower Baryat," Hel kyt says

slowy. "H s daughter is Flutak's mstress?" Lorn asks. "Ah... that is runored..."

As he turns his head, Lorn catches the | ook between the two | ancers, who clearly have not heard
that runmor. A faint smile crosses the overcaptain's lips. "Runors... one must be nobst careful with
them.. If they are untrue, then the innocent suffer, and if true..."-Lorn | aughs gently- "then

often the innocent also suffer." Hel kyt frowns.

"Ser?" asks Kurbyl, as Lorn has hoped he will.

"I'f arunmor is false, then those about whomit is told suffer. If it is true, then those about
whomit is told often nmake those who tell the truth suffer." He shrugs. "That is why runors are
danger ous, especially about an Enperor's Enunerator."”

Anot her | ook passes between the two | ancers, and Hel kyt shifts his weight in his saddl e once
nmore, nost uneasily.

After the group has ridden al nost another kay with nore expl anati ons of dwellings, and a
sawmi ||, alnost in relief, Helkyt gestures. "See! W have circled Biehl, and we ride toward the
pi ers once nore."

As they ride back through the compound gates, Lorn snmiles, for he knows howto find Flutak's
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villa, and has acconplished a few nore tasks.

"Thank you," he tells the two | ancers as he di smounts. Then he turns to Hel kyt. "And thank you
Hel kyt. Before long, | will know nmy way around Bi ehl wi thout guidance.” Lorn |ooks at the |ate-
afternoon sun, then adds, "I think I'll work on sonme things in the study in ny quarters. | nmay not
see you until tonmorrow. Then, we'll need to go over the plans for getting the old barracks ready

and setting up training sessions for the current |ancers."

"Ah... yes, ser."

Lorn turns to the waiting Chul hyr. "Thank you."

"My pleasure, ser. My pleasure.” The ostler takes the chestnut's reins and | eads her back into
the stable.

Lorn wal ks back to his quarters. In the small study, with the shutters closed to dimthe
strong, late-afternoon light, he tries the glass again, seeking the Enperor's Enunerator

This time Flutak is not alone, but ushering a man froma roomand the roomis not in the
enumer ators' buil ding, but one of white stone-presunably the lavish villa Lorn has seen earlier in
the day. The thin man who | eaves bears twi n daggers at his belt, and a coil of black rope. Lorn
does not recognize the man personally, but there is little question what kind of profession he
represents.

"So... nore than a fewrats in the granary." Lorn |aughs harshly, then replaces the gl ass he
knows he will be using nore than he ever intended when Jerial had given it to him He needs to
make sone preparations for the evening ahead, including using the glass to see how best to
approach Flutak's villa, and in particular, his bedchanber.

XVI |

Dael ya has left a small stewin a pot, and a | oaf of fresh bread, for Lorn's evening nmeal. Sitting
in the breakfast roomoff the kitchen of his quarters, Lorn begins to eat both, w shing he had
even Byrdyn to sip with it, but fromwhat he can tell, there is no spirit factor at all in Biehl
unl ess the chandler or sonme other factor also trades in wine or spirits. Then, he has not had tine
to look, and wine is the |east of his problens.

He is not sure whether his posting to Biehl is a test, or another attenpt to renove his
presence fromthe | ancers-a presence apparently unwanted by some-or both, with different players
trying to use himfor differing purposes. H's thoughts skitter to the questions his father had
posed, particularly the first, for which he yet has no truly satisfactory answer: Wat is it that
allows Cyad to exist? Oher cities exist wthout chaos-towers, he knows, and w thout Magi'i. O her
cities exist without enperors or harbors or without the riches that Cyad possesses. He snorts.

Bi ehl exists, wetchedly, wthout any of those. Al cities have people and structures, or they
woul d not be cities, but those are answers far too sinplistic, especially for his father

The second question-"Could all the might of the Mrror Lancers here in Cyad, or all the might
of the Iron Legions in Hanor, prevail against the will of those who live in such | ands?"-suggests
an equally sinplistic answer. That answer is obviously no, and the answer is so obvious Lorn
wonders why his father asked such a question. "Are those who direct power or chaos the source of
either?" The answer to the third question is yet an equally obvi ous negati ve.

Yet Kien'elth is far froma stupid or obvious father and nagus. So why has he posed such
questions to Lorn? What does he wi sh Lorn to see beyond the questions? And the [ast unwitten
question is so general the answer could be anything. How can the world be sinpler and yet nore
conpl ex than possibly inmagi ned? The conplexity is easy enough to see-in people Iike Maran and
Flutak and even his father. The sinplicity is something he has his doubts about.

Lorn still has no answers with which he is confortable when he finishes eating. He washes out
both pot and platter in the bucket of soapy water Daelya has left, then rinses themwth the clean
water in the pitcher and sets themin the rack on the table to dry. He walks slowy fromthe
breakfast room where he has eaten al one, back to the study, where he | ooks down at the gl ass,
concentrating once nore.

Once the silvery mists clear, Lorn can see that the assassin now neets with two other nmen in a
dimroom Lorn watches but for a nonment, not wi shing to spend energy on the glass when it wll
tell himlittle for the nonent. As the image fades, he picks up the crude map he has drawn out, of
the road and the best way to reach Flutak's villa. He hopes that Flutak renmins alone, for the
overcaptai n knows he cannot afford to lurk and wait, or to dally.

Lorn al so hopes that Flutak's assassins arrive relatively early in the night so that he can
conplete his own tasks before daybreak. He has few doubts that Flutak will act quickly, before
Lorn can di scover how nuch of the payroll is being diverted-and tell anyone el se.
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Lorn shakes his head as he considers what faces him If he does not act against Flutak and the
assassins quickly, then he will spend all too nmuch time nerely avoiding getting killed, and likely
fail in his assigned duties, which will require all his efforts, so deplorable is the state of the
post at Biehl. Yet if anyone can prove Lorn has acted to stop his own assassination, he will be
considered inept if he fails and ruthless if he succeeds-and col dbl coded, either way.

H's laugh is bitter. Wiy is it that people feel that revenge is justified, and acceptable, and
that one is hot-blooded and human to undertake it, yet that to quietly prevent it is cold-bl ooded
and ruthless-even if, in the end, far fewer souls suffer? Just from studying the payroll records,
fromlooking at Flutak's villa, and fromseeing the man i Mmedi ately hiring an assassin, Lorn can
tell the depth of corruption. But nost would want greater proof. Greater proof will likely be
Lorn's death, and he is unwilling to allow that. So he nust act.

Wil e he is uneasy about the decision, he cannot see any other option that will allow both his
survival and his success at Biehl

So... while he waits for the assassins he knows will come, he sits down in the twilight to
consider again his sire's first question-the essence of what allows Cyad to exist. Al cities
exi st because the people wish to live there, and can do so better than el sewhere. Wiy? O how?
Trade? But trade requires that people produce nore of a good than they require, and they nust have
enough food and shelter to survive.

Finally, he nods, and dinms the lanp in the study, then wal ks to his bedchanber, where he dins
and then shuts off that light. Like nost Magi'i, his night senses are excellent. Except for detai
work such as witing or reading, he needs no illum nation

In the darkness, he studies again the firelance he has renoved fromthe arnory earlier in the
afternoon, nore fully charged now than then, and sets it against the nolding of the double doors
to the bedchanber.

Then he returns to the study, where he concentrates on the inmage of the man he had seen in the
afternoon, and followed in the glass through the early evening. Three shadowy figures ride down a
narrow | ane, past what Lorn believes to be the clayworks to the south of the conpound.

Lorn watches in the glass, then lets the inage fade, nodding. He steps back to the breakfast
room and eases the w ndow open partway, enough to hear any sounds in the courtyard, should there
be any. Then he waits, sitting in the chair where he had eaten

When he believes yet enough tinme has passed, he slips back to the study and checks the gl ass
again. The last of three figures is sliding down a rope froma brick wall-the compound wall. Lorn
returns to the breakfast room bringing the firelance with him and sets it in the corner by the
archway between kitchen and breakfast room He unfastens the sabre scabbard and lays it on the
table, after drawing the Brystan blade. Then he stands in the darkness that is like early twilight
to him waiting.

How | ong he waits, he is not certain, but he can sense the three nmen paddi ng up the back
service steps to his quarters, and the slight click of a brass key in a lock is confirmation
enough for Lorn.

The three ease into the kitchen, and, without a word, two slip through the side archway into
the main roomand across it to the closed doubl e doors of the | arge bedchanber. A shorter figure
remains in the kitchen by the door

In the darkness, Lorn slides into the kitchen. The sentry peers forward, clearly expecting the
return of his conpatriots. Lorn noves, bringing the chaos-enhanced Brystan sabre across the
other's throat, and knocking the heavy truncheon aside.

The gurgle is barely noticeable, but the dull thud of the nman's body falling and the cl unk of
his weapon seemto echo through the kitchen

Lorn ignores the sounds and retrieves the firelance in three steps, noving to the door between
br eakfast room and the main chanber.

"He's not therel" hisses a voice.

"The study!"
Lorn raises the firelance, using his chaos-senses to focus the firebeamtightly. Hssst! Hsst!
"Aeei!" One brief screamis the only sound that may | eave Lorn's quarters.

He takes a deep breath, and nobves to the two bodies, each spraw ed with nost of its skul
burned away. Lorn swallows back the bile that has risen into his throat, standing there for a
brief monment. Although the three had conme to kill him he dislikes beconing an assassin hinself,
save that he has little choice. He could not have captured them and even had he, they woul d have
said little, and he woul d have | ooked foolish trying to charge Flutak with hiring assassins. Then
he woul d have to kill the next set of assassins, if he could, and avoid ot her dangers-from
possi bl e poisoning to any; thing else Flutak coul d devise-each tine with fewer advantages than the
time before.
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He finally bends down and searches the figures, but none bears anything that mght prove
useful, except for the gold and silver coins in their wallets, two daggers, a truncheon, and a
short straight sword with a double edge. Lorn repeats the process with the dead sentry in the
ki t chen.

Then he drags all three figures out to the front, tiled foyer. There he lifts the firel ance
again, playing the chaos carefully across the bodies, trying not to burn the paneled walls or the
woodwor k. In a short tine, nothing remains, except for a few netal itens.

The worn broom fromthe kitchen is sufficient to sweep the ashes out onto the | andi ng outside
the door, and a rag renoves nost of the blackness fromthe tiles. It is also sufficient to w pe
away the blood in the kitchen.

Lorn slips the weapons into the arnobire he has not used, and then waps the shoe nails in the
soiled cloth, setting that in the back bottom corner of the arnobire. After rel ocking both doors,
he forces hinself to the study, and despite his slight headache, focuses the glass on Flutak

The silver mists swirl, revealing that Flutak is in his bedchanber, apparently alone, reading a
scroll by the light of a lanp on the table beside the bedstead. Lorn lets the inage | apse, then
turns and | eaves the study.

He reclains the Brystan bl ade and scabbard, and the firelance, before he departs his quarters
by the front door, which he | ocks as he | eaves, not that |ocking seens to have had nuch effect.
The courtyard remains quiet, as is the stable, and no one disturbs Lorn as he saddl es the
chest nut .

"Easy, girl... easy."

It takes himlonger than it would the ostler, but before too nmuch tine has passed, he rides
across the courtyard.

"Who goes?" cones the voice of a guard. "Show yoursel f."

"Overcaptain Lorn. |I'mtaking an evening ride."

" Ser ?"

Lorn slows the chestnut so that the | ancer can see his face. "I trust I will not be too long."
"Ah... yes, ser."

"Good evening, Lancer."”

Lorn gui des the nmount out the gate and down toward the harbor, toward the west road that wll
turn southward. The air is chill, a cold wind comng off the Northern Ocean with a danpness that
promi ses a cold rain.

Once he is past the piers, Lorn turns westward, follow ng the wi nding road, one hand ready to
reach for the firelance in its holder, but the road remains dark and enpty, and deserted as the
chestnut carries himwestward and south. \Wile he does not know Biehl well, with the ride of the
afternoon, his night vision, and his chaos-senses, he can find Flutak's villa-and the enunerator's
bedchanber.

Still, in the darkness, the ride takes far longer than Lorn had recall ed- or perhaps it seens
but longer-until he is finally riding up a gentle slope toward the sprawing hillside villa. Bel ow
the villa on the south side of the slope is a stable, but Lorn guides the chestnut nore to the
north, where he finds a slender sapling beside the road. There he disnmounts in the darkness and
ties his mount to the tree.

Firel ance in hand, he eases through the small olive orchard until he is |less than a hundred
cubits fromthe villa. For a time, he listens, and casts forth his chaos-senses, but he can sense
only three figures nmoving-two sentries by the front door, and a third somewhere in the rear.

Lorn circles toward the rear of the villa, where he scales-slowy-a low brick wall in a spot
shi el ded by what feels |ike a pearapple tree. Conceal ed by darkness and the tree linb, fromthe
top of the wall Lorn studies the small courtyard.

The guard, who had appeared to be hal f-dozing on a stool, sits up abruptly as the Hanorian
killer mastiff glides toward the wall beneath Lorn, grow ing softly.

"What is it? Another cat?" munbles the guard

The huge mastiff grows, again from bel ow Lorn, then |unges upward.

Lorn levels the firelance, using it quickly on the guard, before the man can give an alarm and
then on the mastiff. He waits for a nonment, but the faint thud of the guard's falling body goes
unnoti ced.

Lorn drops into the rear courtyard, where he uses nore of the charge to ensure no trace of
either guard or mastiff remains. He tosses the coins and netal nails over the wall before setting
the guard's blade carefully on the stool and easing his way toward the rear door

H s senses can detect no one within the house who is noving, although there are servants or
retainers sleeping in the south wing of the dwelling. The two guards in the front renmain where
t hey have been.
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I's Flutak the noble and honest enunerator demanded by his position?

Wth significant portions of the Mrror Lancer payroll never delivered? Wth three guards and a
deadly Hanorian mastiff? The largest villa in Biehl? Hring three assassins to go after Lorn as
soon as Lorn has suggested all is not as it should be?

The only sounds are those of the wind in the privacy hedges. Lorn's lips curl ruefully. Acting
bef ore anyone suspects such action has certain benefits, except that Flutak had al so acted that
way. Lorn hopes that he has foreseen nore than has the enunerator

The rear door, shielded by a token privacy hedge before which the sentry had been stationed, is
barred fromwi thin. Lorn studies it for a noment with his chaos-senses, then lifts the |ance and
pl aces it against the slight gap between the door and the franme. He triggers the lance, willing
the chaos into a tight Iine.

H's forehead is danp by the tine the chaos has burned through the heavy bar, but the door
remai ns closed. Lorn lets his chaos-senses touch the plate on the inside lock. H's forehead is far
warner by the time the bronze bolt slides back under the pressure of focused chaos. Then, and only
then, will the latch lift, allowing the door to swing wide, silently.

The wide tiled roomhe enters is enpty.

Ignoring the intensification of his headache, Lorn slips down the short corridor to the
bedchanber, wondering if he will need to burn through another bar. He does not. Like nobst chanbers
wi t hi n Cyadoran hones, the door has but a latch, and that lifts easily as he slides into the
chamber, where the sole sounds are the |oud snores of the sleeping enunerator.

Hssst! The firelance flares once.

Fromthe far side of the bul ky enunerator's body, a nore slender figure bolts upright, her
nmout h openi ng.

Hsst! The firelance flares again, although Lorn's fingers are shaking as he | owers the weapon
He stands stock-still for a nonent, swallowing silently. He knows he had no real choice, not after
killing Flutak. Had Lorn not used the lance a second tinme, all would know what he has done, with a
Wi t ness-and probably escapi ng servants who woul d al so know, not to nention the guards in the
front.

Nor can he afford to ride out, night after night, not after killing a mastiff and a guard. Hs
lips tighten, even as his eyes burn nonentarily. Wiy were there al ways innocents caught up with
those who are | ess than honest?

Coul d he have done aught el se? He knows that he will ask that question nore than once as,
slowy, he sets the firelance against the wall. Then, as he has done before in his own quarters,
Lorn drags both figures onto a space of tile clear of rugs and uphol stery, and plays the firel ance
across both, using his chaos nastery to direct and intensify the chaos-flames. There are no netal
itenms to worry about. There are brown patches on the bed |linens, but he can do nothi ng about
those. Nor can he change what he has done, instantly reacting to kill the wonman.

Wth another silent sigh, he eases back down the corridor and out the courtyard door, carrying
the two pieces of the door bar. He clinbs back over the wall, making a wide circuit of the villa.

The chestnut remains tied to the golden oak sapling. "Easy there..."” Lorn unties her and nmounts
qui ckly, still carrying the wooden bar

He rides slowy and carefully away fromthe villa. Neither the glass nor his chaos-senses had
reveal ed the woman's presence until he had killed the enunmerator. Had he spared her, Lorn would
Iikely have doonmed hinself. As it is, he treads a narrow and danger ous path.

He can tell hinself that the woman was not totally innocent. The fact that she was probably the
daughter of the olive-grower Baryat, who has doubtl ess been receiving special treatnent from
Fl ut ak, suggests that the conspiracy to divert tariffs is not solely Flutak's doing. The el aborate
luxury of the villa and the guards only testify to Flutak's corruption. Any wonman who part ook of
the fruits of that corruption has nade a choice

But did she, really? Lorn knows his own sisters have few real choices. Was this wonan any
different?

Yet... what choices did Lorn have? If he had spared her, she would have given an alarm and al
too soon the trail would have pointed to Lorn

Could Lorn have found sone nore clever way to deal with Flutak?

Per haps his father could have, but Lorn has already found that his strengths do not lie in
schem ng, but in acting. Wth all the schenes already |aid against him he fears that not to act
swiftly woul d have been hi s undoi ng.

And innocent nmen do not hire assassins i medi ately upon neeting a Mrror Lancer officer who
only pledges to carry out his duty.

But... that does not change the sickening feeling that twists Lorn's guts. Nor the anger that
goes with his sadness and regret. Anger that he is faced once nore with situations where no
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choices are perfect, and anger at hinself for not foreseeing the conplications.

Lorn rides slowy along the road back toward the conmpound.

A kay farther along toward the harbor, he drops the door bar's sections into a drainage ditch
Hi s head throbs, and even in the darkness, he is seeing double i mages. He has drawn far nore chaos
fromaround himthan is wise, and used it far nore than he would have preferred, and partly in
ways he regrets... and will always regret.

XV

Lorn is at his study desk early the next norning-though not at dawn, not after the |ong night he
has had, and the dreans about the young wonman, who has appeared in them .. pleading, her face
taki ng on Myryan's countenance, perhaps because Lorn had never really seen her visage. For a tine,
he | ooks blankly in the direction of the open w ndow

Trying to push away the inmage of the pleading figure, he tries to draft the phrases that nay
prove useful in dealing with Neabyl, the renmaining senior enunerator, when Hel kyt appears.

" Ser ?"

"Yes, Hel kyt?"

"There be a problem ser."

Lorn raises his eyebrows. He can think of several, though they seemtrivial conmpared to his
dreans of Flutak's mistress. "Yes?"

"Mayhap not a problem but a natter nobst strange.”

"What might it be?"

"You see, ser, there is a man. His nane is Drakyt. None knows how he lives, but folk die,
usual Iy from bl ades stuck in themin the dead of night, and thereafter Drakyt has coin enough for
good rai ment and the best ale."

Lorn nods for Hel kyt to conti nue.

"This nmorn, the guards heard nounts outside the walls, and when they went to see, there were
three horses tethered there on the west side, well away fromthe gate. One of the nounts was a
bl ack that none but Drakyt can ride, or so 'tis said." The senior squad | eader pauses, then
continues as he sees that Lorn will not question. "There was al so a henpen seanman's rope, tarred

bl ack, fastened over the wall. But none have seen any men within the conpound."”
Lorn shrugs. "Perhaps the guards scared themoff. Until they show up to claimtheir mounts, al
we can do is stable the nounts. Wen they return, we'll charge themfor feeding their horses and

put the charges in the payroll chest. Every copper will help. You mght pass the word to the folk
around t he conpound that's what we're doing."

"But... if they return not?"

"Say... in half a season, the mounts belong to the Mrror Lancers." Lorn |ooks at Hel kyt. "O
do you think it should be | onger?"

"I know not...." Helkyt frowns. "This Drakyt is not one to anger."

Lorn | aughs. "How would that anger this fellow? He | eaves his nount, and the Enperor's Mrror
Lancers feed it and take care of it? And we ask to be paid for the feed and care?"

"Ah... ser..."

"Yes?"

"It is said you went riding late last evening, and returned far later." Hel kyt purses his |ips.
"You did not see or hear the nounts?”

"I didn't see a soul around the courtyard or outside the walls,” Lorn replies nost truthfully,

if not with the entire truth. "If | had, | amcertain all of the conpound would have heard."
"Most strange." Hel kyt bows, still frowning. "I will tell Tashqyt to have the nmounts stabled."
"Tashqyt? He's one of the junior squad | eaders? Dark-haired, with a square beard?"
"Yes, ser."
Lorn nods. "I'mtrying to put faces to names. |Is there anything el se?"
"No, ser."

"WIl we have a cart to carry off the rubbish fromthe north barracks?"
"This very norn, ser. Two." Hel kyt smiles, an expression of relief.
"CGood. | knew you could do that." Lorn rises. "All this talk about stray mounts remn nded ne.

need to talk to Chulhyr. | shouldn't be gone long."
"Yes, ser. | be going to the enunerators for the payroll, after | task Tashgyt with the stray
mounts. "

Lorn nods, and the two nmen separate as they | eave the adm nistrative building. Hel kyt heads for
the barracks, while Lorn crosses the courtyard through the Iight but cold rain that has turned the
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pavi ng stones a darker sheen of gray. Despite the rain, Lorn nods, snmling, at the younger |ancers
who already are carrying debris fromthe north wing of the barracks into a nondescript cart. A
worn and near-swaybacked mul e stands in the harness.

At the stable, Lorn draws Chul hyr aside. "You know nounts well, do you not? Exceptionally
wel | 2"

"I mght say so, ser, better than all but the farrier, and Spherl.'
"Have you found the chestnut wanting?"

"Dark angels, no," replies Lorn with a light |laugh he does not feel. "W will be getting nore
|l ancers. W will be needing nore nounts, and I would prefer it not be known yet. Can you scout
around. .. ?"

"Ah... that | can do. And nowis a good tinme, for last year's harvests and trading were not so
good as in other years." The ostler pauses. "How many?"

"Enough for another conpany by autumm."

Hel kyt and four other |ancers enter the stable to find and saddl e their nounts. The senior
squad | eader inclines his head as he passes the overcaptain. The lancer following himcarries a
smal | chest.

"It mght take that |long unless you wi shed to pay nore than such would be worth," Chul hyr
replies slowy.

"W have sone tinme, but that's why | wanted you to begin | ooking as you can."

Chul hyr frowns, waiting.

"Yes, ser."

"Let me know when you have sone you think we should purchase. You know where ny study is."
Chul hyr nods. "I wll bring you word, ser."

"Thank you."

The overcaptai n wal ks back across the courtyard under gray clouds that appear |ighter than
before. Behind him he hears the sound of hoofs on stone as Hel kyt and the |l ancers set out to pick
up the payroll.

Back in his study, Lorn wites several nore thoughts on his list of itenms that need action. He
had forgotten to ask Chul hyr about saddl es and ridi ng gear-whether there renai ned saddles fromthe
time when two full conpani es had been quartered at Biehl and, if so, how usable they mi ght be.
Each i dea begets nore problens, and nore work.

Then Lorn goes back to his plans for the enumerators.

He has finished what he can plan, drafted a scroll to the District Guard Conmander in Ehlya
suggesting that he will be visiting in the near future, and is working on the outline of a |ancer
trai ning programat Bi ehl when the door fromthe outer study opens, then cl oses.

Thrap! Even before the sound of the knock dies away, Hel kyt puffs into the inner study.

"Ser... ser..."

Lorn looks up fromthe draft of the training program

"Ser... ah... there is a problem.. with the pay chest. Senior Enunerator Flutak cannot be
found. "

"Cannot be found?"

"No, ser."

"Doesn't anyone know where he is?"

"All Neabyl would say is that he was nmissing fromhis villa and that no one knew where he had
gone." Hel kyt shrugs.

"Just because he's gone off on furlough or whatever doesn't nean we don't get paid," Lorn
poi nts out, forcing annoyance to creep into his voice.

"He is not on leave or furlough, ser. That is what Neabyl says."

"That shouldn't be a problem™" Lorn frowns. "Isn't Neabyl a senior enunerator as well?"

"Yes, ser. But he does not wish to rel ease the payroll w thout the assent of Flutak."

Lorn stands, then wal ks to the window, as if considering what Hel kyt has conveyed. After a

time, he turns. "Helkyt... this is a problem W are entitled to a full draw of two conpanies, is
that not true?"
"Yes, ser." There is the hint of a quaver in the squad | eader's voi ce.

"Then, copy out that which we are entitled to. Underneath that, wite that Overcaptain Lorn
certifies that this is the payroll to which the Mrror Lancers in Biehl are entitled on this date,
and that he has signed for its receipt." Lorn smiles. "W do not wish that our lancers not be
pai d, do we?"

"No, ser."

"And make two copies. On the second, place a line for Neabyl to sign, saying that he has
recei ved a copy and di shursed exactly these funds."

Hel kyt nods slowy. "But he will not sign such or hand over the payroll."
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"After you have drawn these up, we both will ride over to the enunmerators' building, and
think we should take a full squad... say, in battle dress.”

Hel kyt swal l ows. "Ah..."

"The Enmperor's Enunerators serve the Mrror Lancers, even as we support them" Lorn gestures.
"Now, if you would send out word for the squad to be ready, and then draft those two
statenments..."

"Yes, ser." Helkyt nods tw ce, quickly.

It is nearing midnorning when the senior squad | eader returns with the two drafts of the
payrol | account statenents.

After he has read themclosely, Lorn stands. "These will do. If the squad is ready, we will go
vi sit Senior Enunerator Neabyl."

"Yes, ser. They await us in the courtyard."

"Good." Lorn slips on his winter jacket, waterproof at |east, and follows Hel kyt out.

Al t hough he has not asked, the chestnut is saddled and waiting. As Lorn and Hel kyt ride out
through the gates, through a rain that is changing to a light drizzle, in the colum behind them
Lorn can hear the nurnmurs.

"...enunerators not like this..."

...think I"d worry nmore about the overcaptain not liking it..."
...first time... had a commander with a blade for a backbone..."

Lorn just hopes he won't cut hinmself too badly with that blade, or that he has not done just
that al ready.

The waters of the harbor and the Northern Ocean beyond are flat and dark gray, and the piers
are enpty as the lancers ride past. At the enunmerators' building, Lorn reins up, and the |ancers
do as well.

"Rermain in formation, nounted,” Lorn orders. "We will be a bit, but I'msure you won't mind
since it is your pay we're getting."

There are a few sm | es.

Lorn and Hel kyt walk into the building, followed by an ol der |lancer who carries the enpty pay
chest.

Neabyl comes out fromthe large roomto neet them He glances from Hel kyt to Lorn, then past
themto the squad of |ancers renaining nounted in formation before the building. He bows.
"Overcaptain... | see that Squad Leader Hel kyt has conveyed our difficulty."

Lorn nods at the doorway to the larger roomw th the dais, then wal ks past Neabyl and into the
room After a nmonment, the senior enunmerator follows, an annoyed expression on his face. Behind him
slips Hel kyt. Lorn gestures for the squad | eader to close the door, and Hel kyt does.

"Overcaptain..."

"I see no great difficulty," Lorn says mldly. "W are owed a payroll. You are a senior
enunerator of the Enperor, and you can provide such."”
Neabyl shrugs. "I would not presune..."

"Are you not in charge here when Master Flutak is not?" Lorn asks.
"Ah, yes, Overcaptain."”

"And do not the accounts for the payroll |ist what should be paid?"

"I do not have those..." Neabyl's voice is apol ogetic.

Lorn smiles. "I understand. | thought this nmight present a problem"” He extends the first sheet
of paper, drawing it fromhis jacket. "Here is our account for payroll and our draw for expenses
for the eightday. |I checked these against the original authorization for the garrison, the one
signed by the Majer-Commander, and by the head of the Enperor's Enunmerators in Cyad."

Neabyl studies the paper. "I would not know "

"I do. And the Mjer-Comander woul d be nbst unhappy if his lancers were not paid. You do not
have a record. So, if you will note, I will sign the paper so that all wll know that you carried
out your duty." Lorn pauses. "And you will sign an identical one saying that you disbursed these

golds, and only these golds, to me as the payroll authorized on this date. In that fashion, when
Master Flutak returns, he will have records, and there will be no question as to what funds were
di sbursed. "

"Ah..."

"And you can use this as the basis for future accounts in the event that Master Flutak and your
records cannot be found."

"That is true..." rmuses Neabyl. After a noment, he nods. "Yes, that indeed mi ght prove
beneficial to all, and | nust say, | do like the idea of exchangi ng account statenments for
di sbursals. It mght renove any future... unpl easantnesses."”

Lorn sniles. "One cannot undo the past, and change what has been, but one can change what wl|l

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (37 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:01 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

be. "

"You have a persuasive way with words-and accounts, Overcaptain."

"Perhaps." Lorn continues to smle, adding, alnost casually, "And... Neabyl... if by any chance
there m ght be sone shortages in the accounts, and if by chance Enunerator Flutak indeed does not
return, it mght be wise to report such... with the steps you have taken, such as this, to ensure

they do not recur."

Neabyl 's face bl anks. After a long nonment, a forced snile returns. "Your advice is not only
per suasi ve, ser, but nobst wi se, and should such eventualities be such, you can be assured that |
will follow your words to the letter.”

Lorn nods.

Neabyl returns the nod. "I will see that Conyr brings up a chest, and then we will count it,
and sign your papers. | amsure none will fault our caution."

"None will fault it, | amsure," Lorn agrees

As Neabyl |eaves the |l arge room Hel kyt glances at Lorn. "Ser... you talk as if Flutak will not
return.”

"That is because Master Neabyl acts as if he will not. Oherw se, there would have been no
difficulty. Neabyl would be happy doing as Flutak has al ways done. That he woul d not, suggests
that Flutak may have departed, not to return.” Lorn adds in a | ower voice, "Perhaps because all is
not as well with the accounts as should be."

Hel kyt swal | ows.

"As | told Senior Enunerator Neabyl, we cannot change what was- only what will be. And that we
will do.” Lorn continues to smle faintly as they wait for Neabyl to return. He knows he runs the
risk of allow ng Neabyl to seize golds and bl ane the shortage on Flutak, but there is nothing he
can do about that, not without revealing nore than he dares.

Nor can he ever reveal how he killed an innocent because he acted quickly against the guilty
and the corrupt.

XX

Lorn yawns as he | eaves the kitchen in his quarters, after washing the dinner dishes. \Wen he had
been a nere lancer officer, under the command of others, he did not have to worry about dishes,
but he had little space to hinself, either. He yawns again as he wal ks toward the study. The day,
and the previous night, have been |l ong indeed, especially with the nightmare of the grower's
daught er, whose face resenbles Myryan's. Yet there is nore that he nmust do... nmuch nore.

Even so, his thoughts drift back to Flutak... and the young wonan. The wonman was... i s anot her
matter, as his nightmares testify.

So far as Flutak was concerned, his mind is clear. Wile he may not have proof that woul d
convince a justicer, he knows the depth of the enunmerator's corruption. Neabyl's reaction was
al rost confirmation in itself. Lorn knows that, had he not acted against Flutak quickly, then any
| ater action would be laid to his doorstep. One factor which renbves himpartly fromsuspicion is
the unwillingness of nobst to believe a new officer would act so quickly and decisively... or that
he woul d have the neans so soon after arriving. Lorn takes a deep breath. For better and worse, he
has acted, and cannot undo those actions. Nor has he yet discovered how better he night have
act ed.

Once in the study, he closes the inner shutters and slips the chaos-glass fromthe single
drawer of the desk. After he sets it on the polished wood, he begins to concentrate, first on the
nane and i mage of Baryat, the olive-grower whose daughter Lorn has killed. The silver mists fill
the glass, and then clear

Baryat - gray- bearded and nmuscular-sits at a long table, flanked by three younger nen, who appear
to be his sons. The bearded nan thunbs the edge of a knife, then speaks. Wile Lorn cannot hear
the words, he can see the vehenence behind them One of the sons brings a fist down on the table.

Lorn watches for but a short while, before letting the inage | apse. Even so, his eyes are
wat ering, and his head aches. For a tine, he sits before the glass, his eyes closed, pondering.
How nmuch is the grower's vehenence based on the |oss of his daughter, and how much upon fear of
di scovery of corruption? WIl Lorn ever know?

As he tries to rest before he uses the glass once nore, Lorn's thoughts skitter fromBaryat to
traders, to those in the Mrror Lancers |ike Maran who woul d see hi mdead and vani shed.

Finally, he straightens, know ng that he rmust practice nore, and beconme nore adept at using the
gl ass to see | ands where he has not been, and to becone able to translate those views into maps-
and the other way around. He takes a deep breath, and concentrates once nore upon the glass before
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hi m and upon controlling the silver msts.

XX

The late spring afternoon is nore |ike sunmer, danp and hot, as Lorn mounts in the courtyard of
the Mrror Lancer conpound. He studies the conpound courtyard and buil dings, quietly pleased that
the | eaves and dirt are gone, the stones are clean, the nbss gone, even from between the pavenent
stones of the courtyard, and that the ancient wi ndows now shine. Inside, nore than a score of new
recruits are housed in the north wing of the refurbi shed barracks.

A hal fscore of recruits spar with padded bl ades in the open space to the west of the
admini stration building, with Hel kyt overseeing the training for the m dday periods. Later, Lorn
will return and take his rotation anong the instructors.

The overcaptain urges the chestnut mare forward. As the six lancers ride through the gates,
headed down to the harbor, beside Lorn rides the sharp-featured and bl ack-haired Tashqyt, the nore
senior of the two junior squad | eaders, and the one Lorn nay consider for pronotion to senior
squad | eader if and when he forns a second conpany at Biehl

He stiffens in the saddle as the fanmliar chill of a screeing glass settles around him and he
wonders who ni ght be watching. One of the Magi'i from Cyad-Ciesrt's father? O the First Magus?
Whoever it may be, he is strong, although the scrutiny is brief and quickly lifts, even before
Lorn reaches the bottom of the sl ope.

A single ship is tied at the outer ocean pier-three-masted, and square-rigged, the |argest
vessel Lorn has seen at Biehl in the season he has been there. The plaque on the stern reads,
Lorava of Tyrhavven, and a Sligan ensign hangs linply in the warmair.

"I don't think I've seen a Sligan vessel here before," Lorn says.

"Once they ported nore often," suggests Tashqyt.

"Before the previous senior enumerator?"

"He was here when | was |eaving chil dhood."

Lorn reins up the chestnut at the foot of the pier, then ties his nount to a tinmber supporting
arailing. He waits as the five other lancers formup. Then, with Tashqyt beside him and the four
other lancers follow ng, Lorn wal ks out the pier to the gangway of the Sligan vessel, and up the
pl ank.

A bearded man with a single faded blue braid on a sleeveless tunic steps forward. Lorn's eyes
are like chaos-fire, and the third officer backs away.

"...don't nmess with them.."

"...white devils..."

Lorn ignores the nurnurs.

Just beyond the quarterdeck, two older |ancers fromthe original conpany stand behind Senior
Enuner at or Neabyl as he is returning the bills of |ading apparently presented earlier by the
vessel's master. Beside the |ancers stands the junior enunmerator, Conyr. The master-hol ding a
| eat her wall et-1ooks up abruptly.

Neabyl turns, then frowns. "Overcaptain."

"Captain." Lorn bows slightly to the ship's nmaster, then to Neabyl. "Senior Enunerator. It has
been awhile since | have seen a Sligan vessel here, and | thought | might pay nmy respects." He
offers a polite smle. "I'm Overcaptain Lorn, the commander of the port detachnent and garrison

here in Biehl."

"Pleased to see you, ser," offers the Lorava's naster. "It has been a tinme since we ported
here. "

A»A» "1 hope we will see you nmore often in the seasons ahead." Lorn's smile is warner than his
first. Hs eyes go to Neabyl. "Have you assessed the tariffs yet?"

"Ah... yes, ser."

"Are all the tariffs being collected as required?"

"Yes, ser."

"And only as required?" Lorn asks, watching and using his chaos-senses to truth-read the
enumer at or .

"Yes, ser. That is the job of an enunerator." Neabyl's eyes are chill

Lorn smiles, a snile he nmeans. "Good. Very good." He |ooks back at the captain. "Do you have
any problens with the tariff collection?"

"Qutside of paying 'enf? No, can't say | do... these days, Mjer."

Lorn | ooks at Neabyl. "I think the master sees an inprovenent here. Perhaps he'll tell others."
He | ooks at the captain. "After you finish with the enunerator, | would Iike a word with you."
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Lorn adds quickly, "There are no problens, and no extra tariffs."

"I'"ll be here, ser." The captain's voice is wary.

Lorn steps back and down the plank, followed by Tashqyt. The lancers wait.

Neabyl wal ks down shortly, acconpanied by Conyr. His carriage is stiff, and his face cold. The
two lancers detailed to himfollow

"Seni or Enunerator?" Lorn steps forward and speaks before Neabyl can speak or walk by him

"Yes."

"I trust you understand that ny presence is not a reflection upon ny lack of trust in you, but
a necessity created by your predecessor."

Neabyl remains stone-faced.

"I also regret that | did not informyou in advance, but | did not know that this ship was
porting until you had already boarded, and, in my capacity as port comrander, | could not let the
opportunity pass." He adds in a nmuch | ower voice, "And | have reported well of you to the Mjer-
Conmander, for your efforts to inprove the tariff collections here."

"I would that you had been able to tell me such earlier." Neabyl's voice is fractionally |ess

cool

"Were | nmore familiar with trade," Lorn continues, "I would create | ess awkwardness. | do
appreci ate your willingness to work with me to return Biehl to the port it was and should be
again."

Neabyl 's face rel axes a touch nore. "I stand willing to do such.™

"Thank you." Lorn pauses. "l amgoing to talk to the master about such matters as shipnents of
iron and weapons, and to see if he knows of such. The barbarians are raising |arger forces."

Neabyl nods. "That... | can understand.”

Lorn bows. "I will be neeting many ships, until we have convinced the traders that all has

returned to what it should be, and | woul d ask your forbearance and your understandi ng that ny
presence is necessary not because of your conduct and actions."

"You have nmade that clear, Overcaptain." Neabyl pauses. "It is not an easy situation for either
of us."
"No. | wish ny actions were not necessary. | truly do."

Neabyl nods. "W should talk later."

"Thank you." Lorn bows.

So does Neabyl .

Once the enunerator has left the pier, Lorn turns to the junior squad | eader. "Tashqyt... |
shoul dn't be too long, but 1'd appreciate it if you and the nmen would wait here."

"Yes, ser."

As Lorn wal ks back up the gangway, he can hear the nurnurs.
"...never... heard an overcaptain take on an enunerator..."
"Overcaptain... wants things done right..."

"...first tine in years around here..."

If, if Ryalth sends himany Al afraan, several bottles will have to go to Neabyl, and Lorn will
have to visit the enunerator nore than once to praise him

At the top of the plank, the captain is waiting. The weathered face wears a slight snile

"Overcaptain, you be a far braver man than | be, were | in your boots."

"Unli ke you, Captain, | do not have ny cargoes in the hands of the enunerators." Lorn's voice
is wy.

"You wanted to talk."

"I do. About trade, and about what you are seeing." Lorn pauses. "l won't ask about coins and

what cargoes are nost profitable, Captain.”

"Call ne Svenyr."

"I'"'mLorn."

Svenyr turns. "M ght as well sit."

Lorn follows himto a small cabin in the upper rear deck, alnobst under the wheel

The wiry nmaster with the gold-and-silver hair and the square beard rumuages in a built-in
cabi net before bringing forth a bottle, which he pours into two nugs set on a table bolted to the
deck. He nods to the pair of chairs. "Sit and sip, Mjer."

Lorn takes one, and following Svenyr's lead, takes a sip of the red liquid that passes for
Wi ne, ignoring the pronotion to a rank he sonetinmes wonders if he will ever live to make. He
studi es the weat hered face. "Wat be on your nind?"

"Several things. First, would you be willing to tell me if you know if nore blades and iron are
bei ng shi pped into Jera?"

"No secrets about that. Utyn, master of the Genver, was telling all he knew that he was
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carrying Brystan iron and shields there. Some |ocal factors paying good coin for blades."

Lorn sips again. "This has been going on for the past three, four years?"

"Maybe | onger. Jeranyi couldn't forge weapons iron if'n they sacrificed their firstborn and
strongest cow. \Wat el se?"

"How | ong were the enunerators overtariffing here in Biehl?" Lorn concentrates again on truth-
readi ng Svenyr.

"Truth be told, Biehl has not been the town it was once for near-on a hal fscore years. | m ght
be telling a fewto give it another try. Be but one, though, |ess they see what | see."

Lorn sniles guilelessly. "Neabyl seens nost capable, and we of the | ancers have been able to
work with him?"

"Ha! Much as told the little sneak he was spirted on cold steel-or your cuprite blades-if he
cheated a copper." Svenyr takes a | ong swall ow of the vinegary wi ne.

"l believe he understands."

"You be nmeeting all the ships?"

"I told Neabyl that | would be... for a time, and when | can
you like to carry that you cannot obtain?"

"Can't say as telling you that'd cause problens with the sharehol ders.” The captain frowns,
then worries his chin. "Always could use nore dyestuffs, specially up along the northwest coast-
Sut hyans won't let us |and anywhere but Armat, where they tariff high. Understand folk bring carts
all the way from Rul yarth. Dyestuffs are wel cone el sewhere, east of Armat, or going | onghaul to
Austra. Bright ones. Everyone's got brown."

"You know about the clay and china here?"

"I's old Kahlyr still doing that?"

"Hi s son Jahlyr."

"Good to know." Svenyr swallows the last of the goblet. "Ch... the other thing is good
spirits.”

"You port in Cyad ever?"

"Tines..." answers the captain, his voice wary.

"There's a newer house, Ryal or House-they have some good spirits you cannot find el sewhere."

"Hmm .." Svenyr shrugs. "If | get there, 1'Il |ook.

Lorn stands. "You've been nost patient, and | trust we will see you in Biehl again."

"One nore time, anyways. Never promise nmore 'n once." The Sligan |aughs as he rises.

The two wal k out into the steany heat of the afternoon. Lorn bows before he turns and | eaves
the Lorava.

He rides back to the conmpound silently, thinking over his nistakes, and what he can do to
rectify themif he can. Sone, |ike the grower's daughter, he cannot.

He has little time for further thought, not after he rides in through the gates, because it is
his turn to lead the sabre drills for the newrecruits, and he nust hasten into a training tunic
and then take up a padded sabre.

By the tinme the drills are over, his brown training tunic is soaked, and his arms ache. So do
his feet. He is so tired when he reaches his quarters that after he cleans up he can eat but half
t he enburhka that Daelya has prepared and left for him and but a third of the fresh-baked bread.

After eating he nmakes his way to his study, and sinks into the chair, sitting in the twlight.

Wth a deep breath, he takes out the chaos-glass and concentrates, seeking out the olive-grower
Baryat who, Lorn is convinced fromhis use of the chaos-glass, is hatching sone plot against him
Baryat is still at table, stuffing in large quantities of sonme sort of casserole, and Lorn lets
the image slip. He will try later

He takes out paper, and dips the pen before he begins to wite.

Lorn pauses. "Wat cargoes woul d

Dearest of Consorts-

| have not heard yet fromyou, but | trust all is well with you and with those around you..
W have recruited al nbst a squad of younger nmen for the | ancers, and have begun training
them.. be a long sunmer, | fear, but many show skill already... and | hope to have themready for

duty el sewhere by fall, though that decision will be made by others..
...mght consider the possibility of sending dyestuffs through coasters or those traders who

are wel cone in the Suthyan port of Rulyarth... understand that many there would purchase . . . but
cannot obtain dyestuffs, because the Suthyans insist all dyes cone through the | arger port of
Armat... while | know not how a tradi ng house might avoid this proscription, save through |anding
at nearby ports... it would appear that those who could mght profit....

Lorn takes a deep breath and once nore dips the pen. He can but hope that what he has gl eaned
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fromthe ship's master and those factors he has visited around Biehl wll prove useful to Ryalth.
After he finishes, he nmust again seek out Baryat-and perhaps Neabyl-with the glass. And tired

as he is, he nust continue to work on seeking out |ands he has not seen before, either in the

gl ass or in person.

XXI

Chyenfel and Rynst stand alone in the high-ceilinged audi ence chanber of the Pal ace of Eterna
Light, waiting for the Enperor Toziel to appear. Bluoyal has yet to join them as is often the
case in recent eightdays.

The First Magus | ooks at Rynst and murnurs, "The sleep wards will be ready within |l ess than
hal f a season. At that tine, but a few lancers will be needed around the Accursed Forest, as we
had di scussed earlier."

"What about patrolling the walls thensel ves?" asks the Majer-Comrander in an equally muted
voice. "WII not some protection be required for the new wards?"

Chyenfel shakes his head, smling. "No. That is their beauty. These wards cannot be seen nor
t ouched. "

"While | would be nobst pleased to be able to send nore |lancers to the north, | nust question
this sudden announcenent. Wy did the ancients not attenpt such? Did they not know of such?" Doubt
colors Rynst's voice.

"They did." Chyenfel purses his lips, thentilts his head slightly, as if searching for an
expl anation. "Their words provided the know edge and the keys to the sleep wards. Yet they feared
that the wards would not work, and that the chaos-towers woul d be | ost forever."

"And you know nore than they?"

"We have | earned sone that they did not know, honored Myjer-Comuander." Chyenfel sniles
briefly. "They had | ess experience with chaos, for chaos works not the sane in the worlds of the
Rational Stars. That we do know from what they wote."

"And, " adds Rynst with a gentle laugh, "you will |ose the towers shortly in any event if naught
is done. So you of the Magi'i have little to |lose.”

"We | ose nore by providing the sleep wards, for we will not be able to provide as many charges
for the firelances of your lancers, nor for the firewagons and the tow wagons of the G eat
Canal ... and many will fault us for such. That alone should tell you that we act in the best
interests of all Cyador, and not just of the Mgi'i."

"That tells ne that you have the best interests of Cyador at heart. You and the fourth nagus."
Rynst's words are | ow, careful

"I's that why you watch the overcaptain in Biehl?" asks Chyenfel. "Do you think the son shares
the honesty of the father?"

"He is nore honest than nobst. Perhaps nore honest than his peer Rustyl." Rynst smiles, watching
for a reaction he does not get. "The overcaptain has begun to rebuild the garrison and the
conmpound, without a word fromne."

"He will face difficulties with the enunerators Bl uoyal has suborned,"” suggests Chyenfel. "And
with the golds our Merchanter Advi sor does not receive."

"The seni or enunerator has vani shed, as | amcertain you already know," Rynst points out. "And
the overcaptain trains new lancers with his full payroll-or so | have heard."

"Bl uoyal and the Enperor will not question such a 'di sappearance' ?"

"The Enperor nmay not discover such for a tine, unless Bluoyal tells himor his consort, and
that would |l ead to questions Bluoyal would best wish to avoid," replies Rynst.

"Yet you would let the overcaptain train his own Mrror Lancers? Wuld he dream of being... ?"

"He is young."

"That did not halt Alyiakal, as |I recall."

"I think the overcaptain is not cast fromthat nold, but we shall see. Biehl provides a safe..
di stance for observation.”

"And from Cyad," suggests Chyenfel

"Have you not done the same with Rustyl ?" asks Rynst.

"Li ke a good | ancer officer, a good adept nmust see and do nuch throughout Cyador," replies
Chyenfel . "Your overcaptain has seen little but fighting, and there is nore to Cyador than
fighting outlanders.™

"And nore than nmani pul ati ng chaos,"” Rynst says snmoothly. "He will learn trade in Biehl, as you
wel I know. "

"You'd best find hima consort," suggests Chyenfel

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (42 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:01 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

"Although little has been said," says Rynst with a smle, "you know, as do I, that he has
al ready found one. Not that he will he have much leisure to enjoy such, with what he attenpts."

"He is young," observes the First Magus, his eyes flicking to the harbor. "Very young, even for
his years."

"You worry about his consort, though he is but a lancer?" Rynst watches the First Magus.

"Since he is a lancer, the worries are yours." Chyenfel's voice is firmand certain. He smles.
"You are rather fickle, are you not, Rynst? | thought that your favorite was the nmajer in Assyadt,
the one your Captai n-Conmander has cultivated and placed so careful ly."

"In the Mrror Lancers, an officer faces far nore dangers. One nust devel op many successors.
Then... one may survive who has the training and the talents. As you pointed out, not all of those
possi bl e successors have the sane patrons or goals." Rynst closes his mouth as the rear doors of
t he chanber open and as Bluoyal hurries toward themto wait for the arrival of the Enperor and his
consort.

XX

Lorn sits at the desk in his personal quarters, |ooking down at the glass as he has done so nmany
eveni ngs before. It has been nearly an eightday since the Sligan vessel ported and departed, and
but a single coaster has shown up since-and no | arger vessels.

Still... it will take time for the word to spread, and | onger yet for nmasters and traders to
take risks, for they tend to trust little that is not certain. Lorn frowns, thinking about trust.
In the end, is trade based as nuch upon trust as the value of the goods? He | aughs. Another sinple
question with a sinple answer. O course it is, for no trader can verify in advance the true val ue
of all goods. They may be poorly nade within; or good grain may surround poor, good cotton be
wr apped over that of |esser quality.

Wth a deeper breath, Lorn |ooks back down at the glass, concentrating and seeki ng Baryat yet
agai n.

When the silver mists swirl and part, the image shows the grower talking to a tall and thin nman
wearing gray and a bl ack | eather vest, who holds a bow Lorn frowns. Archers-good archers-can kil
wi t hout being visible. Lorn understands the grower's concern or anger, but he wonders agai n how
much is grief over a m ssing daughter and how nmuch is anger and fear over the |oss of golds and
possi bl e di scovery of past bribes. Wiile Lorn remains troubled over the wonan's death, he has seen
enough to know that all too many in Cyador do not val ue daughters over golds. Even that
observation troubles him true as he knows it to be.

Lorn's eyes drop as he considers the trade |l aws of Cyador that Baryat has already violated. It
has taken Lorn alnost the entire eightday to read the copy of the tariffs and | aws he has borrowed
from Neabyl and to find the sections which apply to Baryat. Those |l aws are npst clear. One who
bri bes an enunerator can lose all his lands, and his life. Lorn's problemis sinple, however. He
cannot prove such bribery, nor who bribed whom The reaction of the Sligan ship master, however,
was yet another confirmation of Flutak's corruption

As for the grower Baryat, Lorn nmay be able to prove that Baryat has hired a nercenary to kil
hima different offense, and al so puni shed by death.

Finally, he shrugs. Tonorrow, he will act. There is little he can do at the nmonent that would
further what he intends.

He takes a sip of the water in the nmug, then shifts the |arger sheets of paper so they are
beside his right hand before he refocuses his concentrati on upon the chaos-glass once nore.

When the inmage-that of a farmvalley with a road along the ridge to the west-appears, Lorn
| ooks fromthe inage in the glass to the paper beside himon the quarters' desk, slowy drawing in
the course of the stream and the position of the hamet that lies a good hundred kays west of
Jera, nearly on the edge of the Hills of Endless G ass.

In nearly five eightdays of working with the glass daily-mainly in the evenings, he has
devel oped both a series of nmaps, and a growi ng concern about the barbarian depredations. There are
no Mrror Lancer outposts along the northwest coast of Cyador-not west of Biehl, in any case.
Inividra is the closest main outpost to Biehl, and it lies a good two hundred kays east-sout heast
of Lorn's conpound.

In the recent past, the Jeranyi barbarian attacks have been directed nore at those sections of
Cyador where the Grass Hills are narrow and nore passable. The very ruggedness of that part of the
Grass Hills that |ies east of Biehl has been protection enough-that, and the fact that there is
even less for raiders to seize that is close to the Gass Hills

Lorn pushes away those thoughts for the noment, and concentrates on transferring what he is
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seeing to the map he is creating.

When the knives begin to jab into his eyes once nore, he sets aside the glass, and stands,
paci ng around the small study of his quarters. As time has passed, he has beconme nore adept, and
can use the glass longer, but the end result is always the sane. O is that because he pushes
until he reaches that point?

He pauses in his pacing to take yet another sip fromthe nug.

XX

In the early norning light that fills the commander's study, as he waits for Hel kyt to appear
Lorn reads through the Enperor's Code once nore-the lines of the tariff and adm nistrative | aws.
He shakes his head in wondernent. Wile he had known that Juist had acted as a justicer for the
communities north of the Accursed Forest, he had not realized that the Enperor's Code bestowed
that right upon the senior Mrror Lancer officer in any district. And Lorn is the senior-and only
officer-within two hundred kays.

Coul d he have used the Code agai nst Flutak? Hardly, because he woul d have needed hard evi dence
of the kind he didn't have, and woul dn't have had, assumi ng he had survived Flutak's attenpts to
kill him since Lorn had no doubts that Flutak would have stopped with one attenpt.

"Ser?" Helkyt peers into Lorn's study. "You ever sleep, ser?"

"Enough, Hel kyt, enough." Lorn pauses. "W need to pay the olive-grower Baryat a visit."

"Baryat, ser? He be nost respected here."” The senior squad | eader shifts his weight from one
foot to the other, not quite neeting Lorn's gaze.

"He's also bribed a few people, and done a few other acts against the Enperor's Code." Lorn
lifts the volume he has borrowed from Neabyl .

"Doi ng and proving... those be different, ser," offers Hel kyt.

"That is true. That's why we need to visit the fellow " Lorn snmiles.

Hel kyt shifts his weight again, |ooking down.

"You have a consort here in Biehl, do you not?" asks Lorn

"Yes, ser. Dybnyt and | consorted sisters. My Gaelya is the sister to Daelya."

The overcaptain fingers his chin. "W'I|l take the first squad, and the lancers in training, but
have them wear uniforns, and not training tunics. Wth firelances for the first squad, but not the
training squad. And a firelance for ne." Lorn frowns. "Best you remain here, in the event all does
not go as it should. Tashqyt can be the squad | eader, so long as | amthere."

"Yes, ser. That m ght be best."

"I understand. Wuld you take care of telling Tashgyt and getting the squads ready? And let ne
know when they're alnost ready to ride."

"Yes, ser." Helkyt bows and | eaves the room

Lorn shifts his reading fromone section of the Code to another, the one dealing with the
relationship of the District Guards to the Mrror Lancers. In training, the undercaptain
candi dat es had been taught that even District Guard Conmanders had to answer to the senior Mrror
Lancer officer in a region, but Lorn wants to check the exact words and provisions.

"Bl ackest of angels..." he murmurs under his breath, for he had never thought he would be
reading the laws of the land as a Mrror Lancer. O using law |like a sabre.

"More like a club or a truncheon,” he nmutters to hinself.

He has found the words he sought and just slipped a | eather marker into the pages when Hel kyt
returns.

"Al'l are forned and waiting, ser."

"Thank you." Lorn stands, reattaches his sabre to his belt, and nakes his way out into the
courtyard, where a colum is drawn up in twss, the senior squad riding before, and the training
squad behi nd. Tashqyt holds the reins to the saddl ed chestnut.

"Thank you." Lorn takes them and nmounts, touching the firelance, and then checking his sabre.

"Ser?" asks the squad | eader

"To the lands of the olive-grower and | awbreaker Baryat, on the road that | eads south of the
harbor and into the low hills west of Biehl."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn urges the mare forward and | eads the columm out through the gates and downhill. He scans
the harbor as the m xed conpany rides southward, but the piers remain yet enpty of any trading
vessel s, even of the nore | ocal coasting schooners.

"A | anwbr eaker?" asks Tashqyt, after the conpany has ridden nearly a kay west of the harbor, as
t hough he has been nmulling over what Lorn said for sone tine.
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"Yes." Lorn noistens his Iips. "Although it has been seldomrequired in recent years, whoever
commands the Mrror Lancer garrison is responsible for enforcing the Enperor's Code. | have some
reason to believe that Baryat has broken several laws."” He smiles. "But we will talk to him and
see. "

Tashqyt gl ances back at the full conpany. "He has a large fanmily, but... they are nost |aw
abi di ng. "

"I'd prefer that his family see the wi sdom of not continuing the practices of the sire." Lorn's
tone of voice is dry. "I also think they should understand that the force of His Mghtiness stands
behind the trade rules of the Enperor's Code."

"Ah... yes, ser." Tashqyt is silent as they near the hill on which the grower's dwelling is
set.

The sl opes of the low hills are covered with trees-olive trees with the Iight-green of new
| eaves and the off-green of the winter |eaves that have returned to their sumer hues. Two stone
posts mark the entrance to the villa and the houses along the crest of the hill above. A |lane
winds up the hill fromthe gate in sweeping turns

Lorn turns to Tashgyt. "Wien we reach the villa, have the nen renmain nounted, with their |ances
and sabres ready."

"Firel ances at the ready," Tashqyt announces.

A young man standing outside the front privacy screen of the villa stares at the conpany of
| ancers as they pass the last of the olive trees.

Lorn reins up the chestnut short of the youth and the green ceranic privacy screen. "l am
Overcaptain Lorn, comander of the Mrror Lancers in Biehl and the Enperor's justicer of this
district. | seek the grower Baryat. He is here. Tell himl seek him"

The yout h gul ps.

"Have him cone forth."

"Yes, ser." After a second swallow, the youth turns and scurries, not into the house, but
downhill to the south.

"Stand by to discharge firelances,” Lorn orders quietly.

"Ready to discharge!" Tashqyt orders.

The lancers wait. Lorn renmains nounted, studying the trees and the front of the villa.

A hal f-dozen nmen appear fromthe orchard area, |led by the youth. Behind them remaining at the
edge of the olive trees, are several figures in gray, including a taller figure wearing a bl ack
vest. He remains behind the others, near the first of the olive trees. A broad-shoul dered man
gray- haired and gray-bearded, muscular, and a half-head taller than Lorn, steps past the youth.

"My... ny... an entire conpany to see an olive-grower. | amso flattered, Undercaptain." Baryat
bows deeply, nockingly. He holds a |ong pruning knife, alnbst as |ong as a shortsword, whose edge
glistens, as if newly sharpened.

Lorn disnmounts. "As | told the young fellow, | am Overcaptain Lorn, commander of the Mrror
Lancer garrison at Biehl, and justicer of the Enperor."

"For one carrying out justice, you bring nany |ancers."”

"Justice is best served when it can be enforced,” Lorn replies, watching the pruning knife.

"You'd not face me al one, Overcaptain. You' re nothing w thout those |ancers and that uniform™

Lorn steps forward until he is standing on the packed clay of the lane, less than three cubits

from Baryat. He | ooks squarely at the grower. "I would be nore than happy to face you al one,
Baryat. You would die. You know that. But you are a cheat and a coward. You bribed the fornmer
enunerator with both golds and your daughter, and blane me for their failings and yours. | am not

interested in being filled with shafts from hi dden archers.
Baryat sneers. "Wrds, Overcaptain."”

Lorn stops, and his smile is cold.

"I amnot interested in the past. | amalso not interested in being assassinated in the dark
So | am here. Now... what do you choose? To keep lying and naking plans to kill me when | am
unaware? To fight me and die? O to pay your tariffs fairly and forget the past?"

"I will... forget the past," Baryat says slowy, as if the words are choked fromhim His

fingers clench, one into a fist, the other tightening on the |ong knife.

Lorn | ooks at the grower levelly. "You lie." He glances at the tall man in the black vest who
is slipping back toward the olive trees. "Tashqyt! Bring in those nen in gray, especially the tal
one. He's an archer, and there's probably a | ongbow nearby." Lorn draws the Brystan sabre.

Baryat pal es, and his hands shake. In rage, Lorn suspects.

One of the archers runs, but the tallest does not. Instead, he wal ks forward, acconpani ed by
anot her slighter figure, also in gray. That the | ead archer does not run is another indication to
Lorn that the nan is a nmercenary of sorts. Instead, the tall nan wal ks toward the overcaptain and
the I ancers, and bows, then | ooks at the overcaptain and his extended sabre. "Your w sh, ser?"
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"l assune you have a bow concealed in the grove there?"

"It is behind the second tree. It is a good bow, and if you must kill ne, at |east ensure that
my son or some archer who will appreciate it will receive it." The archer's gray eyes mirror both
humor and concern

"Are there any other archers around here?" Lorn asks. "Besides the three of you?"

"None of which I know, ser," answers the man

"Or others paid to do so?"

"Agai n, none of which | know'

The ar cher shrugs.

Lorn nods. "How nuch were you paid to kill me?"

"Ten golds, ser."”

"And were you paid to kill anyone el se?"

"The senior enunerator in Biehl-the new one."

"How much?"

"Five golds."

Lorn snmiles ruefully. "I amnost flattered to be considered worth ten golds.™

"He lies!" Baryat exclains. "He lies to save his own soul ."

Lorn's eyes are like ice as he regards the grower. "No. He tells the truth in hopes of saving
his life."

Lorn glances to the side as Tashqyt guides his nount toward Lorn, the third archer smling
sheepi shly as he wal ks toward the overcaptain. Hi s eyes return to Baryat. "Three archers?"

"You are no justicer. You kill in the dark."

Lorn wonders how to respond, for, truly, Baryat is correct on one level. Lorn has killed in the
dark. "Tell ne, Baryat, how much Flutak reduced your tariffs for the use of your daughter. Two
silvers a barrel ?"

"Talk not to me of my daughter." Baryat snorts.

"Way not? You | oved her so much you sold her to an enunerator for |lower tariffs. Did you not?"
Scorn fills Lorn's voice.

"l sold ny daughter to no one," snaps Baryat, after a |long silence.

The sense of untruth is so great that Lorn can see even Tashqyt offer a m nute headshake.

"And | suppose you didn't accept lower tariffs, either?"

"I'f you had proof, you wouldn't be asking." Baryat offers a sneer

"I"'mnot asking," Lorn replies quietly. "I'mtelling you." The overcaptain | ooks fromBaryat to
the three younger men-the grower's sons, if his visions in the screeing glass have been accurate.
"You are his sons. You can understand that the Mrror Lancers have a problem If | kill him you

will find every possible excuse to avoid tariffs, and to have ne killed or renoved. If | don't, he
will either kill nme, or I'Il kill himlater."

"You... insufferable... little..." Baryat steps forward, his entire body trenbling in anger
hal f-1ifting the pruning knife.

Lorn's bl ade flashes, and a slash appears on the back of Baryat's knife hand. "That could have

been your neck." He sighs... loudly.
Baryat continues to shake, but |owers the knife.
Lorn | ooks past the grower, but still watches the nan. "Wich of you is the el dest?"
A sandy- haired man, square-bearded, steps forward. "I be such."

"Listen nmost carefully. A man has cheated on his tariffs. He has used golds and his daughter to
bribe a senior enunerator. The enunerator and the daughter have vani shed. The man bl anes the
Enperor's officials for their disappearance and vows revenge, even though the enunmerator is guilty

of accepting bribes. This nman hires a nercenary archer to kill two officers of the Enperor who are
I ooking into the bribery. Then he lies about doing so. He has cheated the Enperor and tried to
kill two men for doing their duty." Lorn's eyes fix the eldest son. "Under the |laws of Cyador,

could turn all your lands over to the Enperor. Should I?"

The sandy-haired and bearded son | ooks down at the packed clay of the cart road.

"Do your worst, and the black angels take you!" snaps Baryat. Blood continues to ooze fromthe
sl ash on his hand.

Lorn | ooks at the son, then notions for the three archers to step aside. "You, archers, wll
return to Biehl with us. You nust |eave Biehl-either for the Grass Hills or the Iands north of the
Accursed Forest."

The tall archer bows his head. After a nonment, so do the two others.

"And what of ne, Overcaptain? WIIl you exile ne?" Baryat's voice rises, fills with anger. "WII
you turn your trained dogs on ne?"

Lorn sniles sadly, ignoring the grower, and |ooking at his eldest son. "Should | turn your
| ands over to the Enperor, or will you keep his |laws from henceforth?"
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"Sybyn! Don't answer that. |'mthe |andhol der," rages Baryat. "The Enperor will hear of this."
"Indeed he will," Lorn agrees. "He will receive a report of your bribery, your efforts to have
two officials nurdered, and your failure to pay proper tariffs. You no | onger hold these | ands.

The question is whether your son will." Lorn |ooks at Sybyn. "You cannot lie to me. | will know,
even as | know of your father's evils. If | allow these |lands to pass to you, will you honor the
| aws of Cyador, and pay your just tariffs, and seek no further revenge agai nst ne or agai nst any
M rror Lancer or enumerator?"

"You can't do this!" snaps Baryat. "Besides, you aren't man enough to do anythi ng except
threaten.'

"I"d like your answer, Sybyn," Lorn continues, his eyes on the grower, rather than the son
"WIIl you obey the | aws of Cyador and seek no revenge? If not for your sake, for the sake of your
brothers, their consorts, and your children?"

"lI... must..." stammers the younger grower.

"Coward! | disown you!" Baryat's eyes flash at Lorn. "You are a cowardly little man, also. You
hi de behi nd your bars and your uniform"

"You have hi dden behind your |ands and your golds," Lorn says quietly. "You bartered your
daughter, and bribed enunerators. You have tried to buy ny death, and you see nothing wong with
it."

"And | would have sooner than | did, the nmonent you arrived, had | known what you would do."
Baryat glares at Lorn.

"Al'l of you note his words," Lorn says. "He adnits all of his |awbreaking."

Baryat's nmouth closes abruptly. The three sons exchange gl ances.

"Prove it!" snaps the grower.

Lorn laughs. "I have seen Flutak's |edgers. They show nore than-"

Abruptly, Baryat lunges forward with the glistening pruning knife slashing toward Lorn.

Lorn's bl ade flashes, with the smallest bit of chaos adding to its sharpness.

The grower's nmouth is open, even as his head is separated from his neck

"As justicer | have heard this nman declare his guilt. Not only did he declare that guilt, but
he attacked a Mrror Lancer officer. Mre than twoscore wi tnesses have al so seen and heard this."
Lorn | owers the sabre, but does not sheathe it, as his eyes seek out Sybyn. "I do not hold you or
your brothers guilty of your father's nisdeeds. Nor will aught in harmbefall you or these |ands-
unl ess there are other m sdeeds after this noment for which you are responsible. Do you hear and
under st and?"

"Yes... ser..." stunbles Sybyn, his face bl ank

Lorn wi pes the sabre clean with the square of cloth he takes fromhis belt, then sheathes the
weapon. Then he nmounts, and nods to Tashqyt.

For a time, the colum rides silently, and they are nearing the harbor before Tashqyt, riding
besi de Lorn, clears his throat.

"Yes, Tashqyt?"

"You could have executed himeven if he had not attacked you, could you not?" asks the squad
| eader.

"I could have," Lorn admts. "But | wanted as nmany |ancers as possible to hear what he said."

"I thought as much, ser."

Lorn only hopes that the word spreads that he is fair as well as harsh, but he prefers to
anticipate troubles, rather than react to such. Wile he has never seen Flutak's m ssing | edgers,
and doubts anyone ever will, he has no doubts-not now about Baryat's guilt.

But he wonders how | ong he will dream about the daughter.

XXV

At the thrap on the study door, Lorn glances up fromthe sheets that hold his cal cul ations of the
gear required for a lengthy ride by two full conpanies. While he would prefer to add anot her
squad, he has no way at all to supply their gear, and nany of the saddles his trai nees use are
barely serviceable. Two ei ghtdays earlier, he had received a notice fromthe Mjer-Commander,
seal ed by a Commander Inylt, that his provisions and equi pnrent draw has been increased by five
gol ds an eightday, and with that, he hopes, that he can upgrade the saddles and bridles, by
summer's end, and purchase sone replacenent saddl es. "Yes?"

"There is a ship flying the ensign of Cyad entering the harbor,"” Hel kyt announces as he peers
into the study.

"And you are here to tell ne so that | may be at the piers before it lands to confer with the
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seni or enunerator?" Lorn grins.

"You had said that you wi shed to avoid unnecessary unpl easant nesses, ser.

"I did say that."” Lorn rises. "And |I'd best be heading down there."

"Chul hyr is saddling the chestnut."

"Thank you." Lorn inclines his head as he departs the outer study and heads down the corridor
and out across the courtyard, under high, hazy summrer clouds. His forehead is damp by the tine he
reaches the stable, but, as Hel kyt had promnised, the chestnut is waiting. So is a squad of m xed
| ancers and trainees, with Tashqyt |eading them

The Cyadoran vessel has still not reached the pier, carefully tacking its way southward, when
Lorn reins up in the harbor at the end of the pier, where Neabyl and Conyr stand in their
enunerators' uniforns, with two |linenen dressed in brown behind them

Neabyl gl ances at Lorn and the | ancers, but does not speak imedi ately.

"Greetings, Senior Enunerator," Lorn offers.

"And to you, Overcaptain."

Lorn disnounts and | ooks at Tashqgyt. "Just have the nen stand by here, except for those to
acconpany the senior enunerator.” He turns to Neabyl. "I had thought | would announce to the
master right away that we are both here to prevent the kind of msunderstandings that have
occurred in the past about tariffs and their administration. |Is that satisfactory to you?"

Neabyl offers a pleasant smile. "It is, and | appreciate your present thoughtful ness."

"And | apol ogi ze once nore for the earlier awkwardness." Neabyl steps along the pier, away from
the lancers and Conyr, inclining his head. Lorn follows.

"I have received a scroll fromthe Hand of the Enperor,” Neabyl begins. "I have been confirned
as the senior enunerator in charge of this station, and commended for ny initiative in supporting
your efforts to inprove the port of Biehl." Neabyl smiles. "Wiile this has not been easy, it is
apparent that your... initiative has been regarded favorably in Cyad, and | wanted to thank you

for understanding the full extent of the previous circunmstances.”
"Hello there, the pier!” comes a call fromthe vessel
The two linenen scurry toward the forward bollard, past the overcaptain and the enunerat or
Lorn bows his head, slightly. "I thank you for sharing such. After nmeeting Flutak, | had felt
it could not have been otherw se." He pauses. "Did you ever have any success in |ocating the
ni ssing | edgers?"
Neabyl offers a crooked snile. "There were ledgers in Flutak's dwelling. They showed little
resenbl ance to what they should have, but no entries that woul d establish anything beyond great

irregularities. | took the precaution of sending themto the Hand of the Enperor, with copies to
the senior enunerator. | have not heard about them™
Lorn nods.

"Lines out!" cones the order fromthe three-nmasted vessel

"I appreciate your perception,"” adds Neabyl .

"Doubl e up!"

Lorn and Neabyl study the vessel as it is being tied to the pier. Red Lands is the nane carved
into the plaque on the stern. Once the vessel is tied to the pier, Lorn foll ows Neabyl up the
gangway, and Conyr and two | ancers foll ow him

"Seni or Enunerator, Overcaptain." The ship's master, who wears a blue tunic with a double row
of gold braid on his shoul der bows. "Captain Elvygg, at your service." He | ooks at Lorn. "You
woul d be Overcaptain Lorn?"

"I am"

"Mbst excellent. Most excellent. Then | need not search you out."

Neabyl offers Lorn a sidelong gl ance.

"It is good to see you, Captain," Lorn says. "I mght explain before you speak that both the
seni or enunerator and | are here, because, in the past, there have been... shall we say, sone
di screpancies in tariffs."

El vygg sniles broadly. "OF that | had been appraised, and that, frankly, is why the Red Lands
has risked a | anding here. That, and the cargo, of course."

The captain extends the nmanifest and the supporting bills of lading to the enunerator. "Here
you be, Enunerator. You will find themin order."

"Thank you." Neabyl takes the manifest and separates it fromthe bills of |ading, which he
hands to Conyr.

"Overcaptain.” The nman in the blue tunic bows once nore to Lorn, and extends a scroll. "From
your consort and Lady Trader. W also have a small cargo for you which we will offload once we
have paid any tariffs due. Sonme wi ne, sone baskets of goods..." He frowns, as if trying to recall
the other itens. "And also a halfscore of riding gear, saddles, and bridles in white |eather."
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Neabyl | ooks at Lorn. "You nentioned being related to traders and having an interest in trade,
but not that your consort..."

"She is a nmerchanter; | was not born such,” Lorn explains. "I have tried to have her explain
trade to ne, but we have had little tine together." He |laughs ruefully. "Lancers see little of
Cyad. "

"That is so."

Lorn | ooks at Neabyl. "I would that you inspect any cargo due nme with the utnost of care.
woul d not have it said that ever | escaped what was due."

"Ah... sers..."

Both | ook at the captain.

"The | ady sent golds for the tariffs with me so that the overcaptain might not be troubled."
Neabyl snmiles broadly. "Your lady is indeed thoughtful."

Lorn grins back, adding, "And wise."

Whi | e Neabyl and Conyr inspect the vessel and its documents, Lorn slips away to find Tashqyt.
"Do we have a cart at the compound?”

"Yes, ser."

"I'f you'd send for it... we're getting sonme riding gear, it appears."

"Yes, ser!" Tashqyt sniles for a nonent. "Ser... we usually get gear on the firewagons."
"We have a different supplier, | think." Lorn's lips curl ironically.

A lancer is riding up to the conpound by the time Lorn has wal ked back to the base of the
gangway, where he waits for the enunerators to finish their work.

"How are the tariffs?" Lorn asks as Neabyl and Conyr cone down the gangway.

"Al'l is well, both in terns of our collections and his papers." Neabyl nods. "He is pl eased,
and the Enperor will be pleased. Wiat nore could any ask?"

"That the enunerators be pleased," Lorn suggests.

"W are pleased."

" CGood. "

Neabyl |ooks at Lorn. "You have quite a cargo there,"

"There are a few itens which | requested for you," Lorn adnits.

Neabyl lifts his eyebrows.

"I am not suggesting anything inproper," Lorn says, "but you have been supportive, and | did
not think you would take amiss a few bottles of a good vintage."

The enumerator |aughs. "Overcaptain... no one would take ami ss such as that, and | will accept
inthe spirit in which you offer it."

"As soon as we have it offloaded,” Lorn says, "you will have it." He pauses. "I would let it
sit for an eightday. It will taste better."

"For such as you received, | will wait."

It is well into afternoon before the saddl es and bridles have been carted back to the stable

and the two cases of Al afraan, the case of Fhynyco, and the three |arge baskets which Lorn
suspects contain uniforns and cl ot hing, have been carried up to his quarters.

Lorn |l eaves themthere and returns to his study in the adm nistration buil ding.

"Tashqyt said we got nore saddl es. That right, ser?"

"A hal fscore, lancer-white."

Hel kyt shakes his head. "First tine since | been here."

Lorn just shrugs. "W do what we can."”

Once he is back in his official study, Lorn opens the scroll from Ryalth.

My dearest of |ancers-

| scarcely know how to begin. Your advice has proven its worth again and agai n, and Ryal or
House is truly prospering. W have been accorded the rank of |ower clan house, and so we have
noved to the other side of the Plaza, with the smaller clan houses, but we have the topnost floor
once nore, and sonme of the next floor down. | have three nore junior traders, and Eileyt and two
ot her enunerators, as well as those who act as our agents in other ports in Candar, Nordla, and
Hanor .

You and | have al so begun a clan of our own, and your sister Jerial insists the child will be a
son. ..

Lorn swallows. |Is he old enough, advanced enough in the | ancers? He |laughs. He could be
penni |l ess, not that he is, and Ryal or House woul d provide for the boy to cone.

...and that he feels to be healthy and strong.
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As you will know, | have also taken the liberty of sending some gear for your |lancers, for an
overcaptai n cannot be at his best unless his nmen are well-equipped. If you need nore, please do
not be silent, for I would spend all | have to ensure your safety ..

Al'l she has... Lorn | ooks out the wi ndow until his eyes clear

| dine perhaps twice an eightday with your parents, and your father will now even joke with ne.
Your nother asks if | would like nore to eat, for she wants her grandchild to be healthy. Wre
to eat as she would like, | could not walk..

| met the day before yesterday with Husdryt of the Dyjani Can. | was reluctant at first, since
| have doubts about Tasjan, especially with his guard chief Sasyk hiring yet nore green-shirts-but
your friend Tyrsal had suggested the neeting and vouches for Husdryt. Husdryt said he had | earned
all he knew from Tyrsal's father. We tal ked for sone tine, and sone natters nay cone of it....

Because of my condition, and for other reasons, | amreluctant to undertake a voyage at this
time, and | trust you understand. Know that those are the reasons, for | would see you anywhere,
were | the only one to consider
Al'l nmy |ove, ny dearest.

Lorn considers the scroll, then shakes his head. |ndeed he has been fortunate to find one such
as Ryalth. He sniles briefly.
When he is alone, in his quarters, he will seek her in the glass, if but briefly, because, for

all the warnth in Ryalth's words, there is also concern. Miuch concern

While Lorn has often felt as though he may have sone small hand in forging his future and
destiny, on days such as this, with nessages such as from Ryalth and Neabyl, he feels nore like a
ship at the nercy of the winds-and the winds of intrigue blow strong in Cyad, and may yet bl ow
nmore forcefully, if he reads correctly between the graceful lines Ryalth has penned.

XXV

In the orangish light of dawn, Lorn glances at the wide River Behla to his left, then at the
scattered buildings of the town ahead. He and the squad that follows himhave been riding since
wel |l before dawn, traveling upstream nore than ten kays to reach the doubl e bridges at Lower
Island to cross to the eastern bank, and then traveling the east river road back toward Ehyla, the
smal l er sister town across the river fromthe port of Biehl. In Ehyla, at the guard station above
the river, the District Guard Conmander is supposed to nmeet with Lorn, according to the nessages
t hey have exchanged.

Lorn watches the river and the road, until he can at last see the single pier that juts into
the river, a crooked and rickety structure whose upstream si de appears bl ocked by a sandbar or
mudbank. According to the messengers, the District Guard post is on a low hill directly east of
the pier, halfway up the slope, and facing the river

As they pass the kaystone that indicates Ehyla is but two kays away, Lorn studies the scattered
dwel I'i ngs, yellow brick affairs, nobst w thout privacy screens or hedges, sone with the old-style
t hat ched roofs instead of slate or tile, and the majority with unpainted and often saggi ng
shutters.

A pack of four dogs appears fromthe | ow brush above the nmuddy river flats. The |lead dog, a
bl ack- and-white nongrel, sniffs cautiously, then turns back into the brush. The others follow,
al t hough a smaller golden dog raises its nose for a last sniff before it, too, vanishes.

The guard post is indeed where the nessengers have reported it to be, and Lorn and the second
squad rein up outside the square two-story, and freshly whitewashed, plaster-walled building that
doni nat es Ehyl a.

Lorn | ooks to Whylyn, the other junior squad | eader besides Tashqyt, and the one who | eads the
squad acconpanyi ng Lorn. "Have them stand down, but cl ose enough to be ready to ride. See if you
can find sone water for the nounts."

"Yes, ser." The sandy-haired and beak-nosed squad | eader nods.

Lorn disnounts, ties the chestnut to one of the hitching rings on the sunstone post bel ow the
steps to the stone-franmed door, and checks his sabre. Then he wal ks up the steps and into the
bui | di ng.

In the snall foyer sits a young, brown-clad guard. His eyes widen at the sight of the Mrror
Lancer officer in cream and green standing before him "Ser?"

"Overcaptain Lorn. I'mhere to see the District Commander."

"Ah... yes, ser. He's expecting you."
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If he is expected, Lorn wonders at the surprise. Or were they expecting an aging officer in the
| ast stages of his career? Hs lips twist nonentarily as he follows the young guard past one open
door on the right-what appears to be a carel essly-kept arnory of sorts-to the first open door on
the left.

"Overcaptain Lorn, ser.
al one.

The District Conmander of the |local guards stands. He is black-haired, small, with fierce black
eyes, and a thin mustache that curves upward fromthe corners of his mouth. His crimson-tri med
brown uniformis imuacul ate, and the silver stars on his collar shinmer brightly.

"Commander Repyl, Overcaptain." Repyl gestures to a wooden arnthair across the polished w de
desk fromhim He does not wait for Lorn to sit before reseating hinself.

Lorn gl ances around the study, taking in the bookcase, nearly enpty, and the four footchests
that appear to have been recently polished, before seating hinself.

"Well, Overcaptain, the word is that you are beefing up the Mrror Lancers in Biehl.'
snorts. "Well past tine for that."

"There is a tinme for everything," Lorn says mldly as he seats hinself easily in the straight-
backed chair. "The Mjer-Conmander has deci ded that nuch needed to be done at Biehl."

"You have... what... sonewhat |ess than a conpany?" The commuander pauses. "You have brought a
full squad. What woul d happen if a ship ported in your absence, or pirates appeared?"

"The | ancers under Senior Squad Leader Hel kyt would do their duty. W now have al nost two full
conmpani es. That is double what we had |l ast winter." Lorn's eyes fix on the commander. "W recently
recei ved the equi pmrent necessary to add anot her hal f-conpany.”

"That is indeed a change." The commander snmiles tolerantly.

"How many guards have you, Commander?" Lorn asks. "Those with full gear and weapons who coul d
be called up and give an account of thensel ves?"

"No one has ever asked that." The District Commander draws hinself up behind his ornate desk.

Lorn shrugs. "I amrelatively newto the port detachment. | have spent nost of my time in the
Mrror Lancers as a fighting officer. Those questions cone easily. Also, | was review ng ny
statenment of duties, and part of those duties is to inspect and verify the nunbers and abilities
of the District Guard forces. So | amhere. That is why | sent that nessage to you."

"Ah... yes." The commander nods. "One cannot fault you for attention to duty. It has been | ong,
| understand, since the full scope of those duties has been attenpted. Tell me. How fares Senior
Enuner at or Flutak? A nost inposing official."” Repyl smles.

"The seni or enunerator was di scovered to have been accepting bribes fromtraders and from one
of the larger olive-growers. He vanished, as did nost of the records. He has not been seen in a
season. The grower, an arrogant fellow by the nane of Baryat... he hired sone assassins, and when
| went to inquire, he not only adnitted to bribery and hiring the assassins, but he attacked me
with a pruning knife in front of an entire squad. The new senior enunmerator in charge is Neabyl.
He is nbst honest, npbst devoted to carrying out the provisions of the Enperor's Code. He has been
comended by His Mghtiness.” Lorn smiles coolly. "W work well together, and Biehl is again
begi nning to receive nore ships."

"Ah... yes... that is nost interesting."

"You were about to tell ne how many guards you had ready to ride,

"The District CGuard is near full-strength."”

Lorn's eyes harden, and he waits.

"Wth two or three days' advance notice, | can raise two conpanies. W use cupridiumlances-
not firelances. Qtherw se, our equipnent is the sane."

"I"'mglad to hear that." Lorn stands. "You are busy; so aml. If you would show ne the buil ding-
the arnory, and the tackroons..."

"l had not thought a man of your position..

The guard bows and back away, letting Lorn enter the |argish study

Repyl

Lorn rem nds the conmmander.

t he conmander replies as he slowy stands.

"When one is sent to do a duty by the Mjer-Conmander," Lorn says evenly, "it is best that he
carry it out."

"Yes... | can see that." Repyl fingers the right end of his waxed nmustache. "Yes... | can
certainly see that."

"The Maj er- Commander has plans for Biehl," Lorn adds. "That nmuch | do know. " He gestures toward

the door, then exits and crosses the hall to the arnory he has seen earlier

Soneone has nmade a recent effort to organi ze the cupridiumlances, and nost have been poli shed,
if hurriedly, and the sabres are racked as they should be. There is little in the way of
supporting gear, such as snall spades, water bottles, and saddl ebags.

Lorn wal ks around the | ong and di mroom w t hout speaking until he is ready to | eave. "The
weapons are adequately cared for. Mre than half your guards would perish of thirst in any |ong
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ride-or you woul d have them scattered across the | and seeking water. Best you find water bottles
for them and soon."

" Soon?"

Lorn ignores the question, posing one of his own. "Munts and tack?"

"Each guard keeps his own nount. If it dies of a fault of his, he nust replace it with one
i nspected by the guard ostler. Their nmounts are in excellent shape."

Lorn senses the truth of the answer, both from Repyl and the system

"The tackroom.." The commander |eads Lorn to the north end of the building, where he unl ocks a
door with a sinple brass key. "There is an outside door. It is barred except when we drill."

The tack is racked properly, and has been recently cleaned, although Lorn can see dirt in
cracks in the leather, but the equipnment is not nearly so bad as it could be-nor in as poor
condition as sone of what he had found at Biehl

Lorn nods as they |eave the tackroom then turns to Repyl. "Matters appear solid here. Sonetine
inthe late sumrer or early fall, | will be here to inspect all your guards, and their mounts."
Lorn smles. "I will require that they be equi pped and provisioned for an eightday ride."

"That is not..."

"It is," Lorn says quietly. "I will give you an eightday's notice. If you find that
difficult..." He leaves the inplication unspoken

"Ah... no. Wth an eightday's notice, we will be ready."

"Good. It has been a pleasure nmeeting you, and to learn that you understand that as the world
changes so nust what has been accepted in the past. | ook forward to seeing you on ny
i nspection.”

"W will be ready, Overcaptain, when you arrive."

"Thank you." Lorn bows, then turns and wal ks past the nervous young guard and out to his
wai ting squad.

Wt hout speaking, Lorn unties and nounts the chestnut. While Repyl is neither overtly dishonest
nor hiding matters about the District Guards, the man is clearly upset by Lorn's visit and the
changes taking place in Biehl. That nmeans that he will bear watching, through the glass, and that
means nore work and headaches for Lorn.

"Formup!" orders Wyl yn.

The lancers reforminto a colum two-abreast that rides south and back toward the bridges at
Lower 1sl and.

"I'f I mght ask... ser?" ventures Whylyn after they have ridden a kay or so.

"The conmander was quite pleasant,” Lorn observes. "W'I|l be returning in half a season or so,
perhaps a bit longer, to inspect the guards."

"They'll not be liking that," prophesies the squad | eader

They will like what Lorn has in mind even | ess, the overcaptain suspects.

XXV

The breakfast roomis hot, even though the | ate-afternoon sun is dropping bel ow the brick walls of
the Mrror Lancer conpound at Biehl. Despite the heat and still air, Lorn finishes his dinner-a
breast of fow snothered in sawdustlike slivers of quilla. The bread is a dry rye that is not much
better than the quilla. The single glass of Fhynyco he allows hinmself makes the bread and quilla
hal f - pal at abl e.

After he washes and stacks the di shes, he walks slowy into his study, where he sits at the
narrow desk and takes out the scroll he has received fromhis father earlier in the day. He
unrolls it and begins to reads it once nore, this tine nore carefully and slowy.

Al remains well with us, although we are not quite so active as those younger... Kysia has
continued to help in ways we had not anticipated, and | amcertain that, whenever you do return to
Cyad, she will wish to serve you and Ryalth ..

W are pleased to have dinner with your lovely consort often, generally once or tw ce an
eightday, if not nore often. She and Jerial have gotten rather close, and at times, even Myryan
will join them

Myryan' s garden prospers, and she often shares her bounty with us, and upon occasion Ciesrt
will join us, although he and Vernt are nobst occupied, now that they are now adepts of the ful

second level, with the growing and myriad chall enges that face those of the Magi'i in these
days. .. Your young friend Tyrsal, although a | ower second, is beginning to show a certain prom se,
if delayed. | amglad to see that, given the attention that the First Magus has showered upon
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Rustyl, who shares sonme of the deportnment of the | ancer officer who continues to wite your
sister. It is said that an arrangenent is close for consorting Rustyl to G esrt's younger sister
Ceyla. The ol der sister recently consorted with Zubyl..

More |l ancers are likely to be reassigned fromthe Accursed Forest in |ate summer or early
fall... if all goes well.

Myryan and Jerial have been pressed into extra tinme at the infirmary once nore, as a result of
the chaos-tower failure on the First Star..

Lorn frowns. For his father to nention that chaos-tower failure so openly nust nean all of Cyad
knows about the failure, and that there were indeed nany casualties. There is also the hint that
the ward-wal | project, whatever it may be, is about to be conpleted.

W1l that have an effect on the barbarians? WIl they find out? O wll they nmount attacks
before | ancers can be transferred? O shift their attacks el sewhere? Lorn gl ances out through the
wi ndow at the growing twilight, a twilight that has yet to bring coolness to the still air that

enfol ds the | ancer conpound.

After a tinme, he lifts the scroll once nore, frowning, as his eyes drift back up to the lines
about Tyrsal and Rustyl. Hi s father never mentions anything quite idly, and that nmeans, for sone
reason, he must keep Rustyl in mind in the seasons and years ahead.

After he wites his reply, and another scroll to Ryalth, he will take out the gl ass again, and
meke a greater effort to determ ne where the barbarians are gathering forces-if they are-and to
draw part of yet another nap.

And he will have to plan how to best use the forces of the District Conmander.

He rubs his forehead, glancing out into the sunmmer darkness he has not seen creep across the
conmpound. The rest of the sumer will be long, and tiring, for he has nuch to do with the I ancers,
his screeing of the barbarians, and his maps-and with ensuring all ships that port in Biehl are
treated well and fairly. And with occasionally checking on the olive-growers and other traders and
factors.

None of these are exciting, nor glanmorous. Al are necessary, and the energy required | eaves
little for hinself-or for using the glass, if briefly, to view Ryalth.

XXVI |

The two nmen neet on the balcony on the north side of the fifth level of the Pal ace of Eterna
Li ght. Even the |ightest breeze whispers |loudly across this bal cony, naking eavesdropping
difficult. The Captain-Conmander of the Mrror Lancers nods to the Second Magus.

"There will be changes in the com ng year," Luss suggests.

"There are al ways changes,” returns Kharl with a | augh. The breeze disarranges his reddish
hair. He smoothes it back fromhis face. "Everything changes, and yet everything is the sanme, and
that is howit has been, and howit will be. Do not deceive yourself, ny valiant |ancer officer."

"The Enperor's audi ences are brief," Luss points out.

"There is nothing newto be said, and he waits for the results of the ward-wall effort of the

First Magus."

"You opposed such; do you still?"

"l opposed that effort because | fear the | oss of power for the Magi'i and for the Mrror
Lancers, and because | had doubts that the plan would do little nore than cost us the chaos-towers
before they failed in their tinme. Chyenfel has convinced all, and there is nowlittle nmerit in
opposi ng what will be. It will be Chyenfel's |last great acconplishnment, and who am| to deny him
such?" Kharl smiles. "It appears as though it may indeed succeed, and if it does, then the
Accursed Forest will sleep for generations, and the Mrror Lancers will be free to send greater
forces to the north. But your casualties will be much greater, | fear."

"Since we will have fewer firelances, we will need nore | ancers than even those stationed
around the Accursed Forest," counters Luss. "WII| you support such?"

"When you speak of the need for nore |ancers, | amrem nded that your young overcaptain i s nost
ambi tious," Kharl observes.

"My overcaptain? | do not recall any being assigned to nme recently."”

"The young one who was di spatched to Biehl. | believe we had sone di scussion about the poor
fellow, " Kharl suggests, his green eyes seenmi ngly |aughing as he views both the harbor and the
Capt ai n- Commander of the Mrror Lancers.

"Ah... yes, that one, the one who is related by consorting to you, and who the Mj er- Conmander
was kind enough to offer a less trying... position to." Luss snmiles politely.
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Kharl returns the smle with one equally bland. "I understand he has been quite successful in
returning the outpost to sone senbl ance of discipline, and even in beginning to recruit and train
new | ancers who can be used to replace those who have fallen to the barbarians.” After the
briefest of pauses, he adds, "And that the Mjer-Comander was pleased with your initiative in
sending himthere."

"I amnost gratified that ny understanding of the officer's capabilities was recognized,"
Luss's eyes narrow slightly, "although I would expect nothing less of an officer so capable and of
one related to you, even through consortship."

"I am pl eased that ny son's choice of a consort neets your approval. Although her brother is a
| ancer, and was not considered suitable to become one of the Magi'i, he cones froman old and
worthy family, and it is clear he is a capabl e and hardworking | ancer."

"He has risked his life for Cyador on many occasions, and any |ancer who has done such is npst
suitable for reward and pronotion," replies Luss.

"As you have ensured." Kharl nods politely. "You nmight also find some other information
concerning himof slight interest. | have been informed by... certain sources.... that the tariff
coll ections of Enperor's Enunmerators in Biehl have nearly doubled in the past season." Kharl
frowns. "Yet Bluoyal has informed ne that the nunber of vessels porting in Biehl has changed
little. He seened rather amused when | suggested that perhaps matters had been ami ss previously.
It is interesting that the collections inproved once the senior enunerator disappeared. He was a
cousin to Bluoyal, | believe."

"That is a matter that mght be of interest to the Mjer-Conmmander."

"I thought it mght be so. And to the Hand of the Enperor, should the Majer-Comuander think it
worthy to be carried so far."

"He will determine that. O course, you could tell the Hand."

"Me? No Hand woul d scarce believe a word | said, were | even pernitted to speak to himin the
shadows. "

"The wi sdom of the Hand is | egendary, | amtold," Luss says. "I will pass on the information
and the powers above ne will do as they please.™

"As they always do." Kharl |aughs so softly that the sound is lost in the breeze that rustles
around the bal cony of the Pal ace of Light.

XXVI T

Despite the m dday heat, after leaving the admnistration building, Lorn takes the steps to his
quarters two at a tinme. There, he quickly eats sonme bread and cheese in the kitchen and then wal ks
quickly to his study to use the chaos-gl ass.

He cl oses the shutters so that the silvered image will not pale against the bright summer
light. After that, he pulls the old glass that had been his father's fromthe drawer and
concentrates on its shimrering surface. He ignores the sweat that begins to formon his brow, from
both the effort he nakes and fromthe cl oseness of the study w thout any breeze fromthe shuttered
wi ndows. The silver mists formand vani sh quickly, leaving a view of the port of Jera. There are
two ships at the long rickety pier that winds out into the calmand nearly flat waters of the
harbor. Both appear to have arrived recently, with carts on the pier, and goods being carried down
t he gangways.

Lorn concentrates on the vessel with the Hanorian |ines. The pier seens to bow under the weight
of the cart. Lorn tries to coax a better imge of the |long objects wapped in cloth fromhis
gl ass, but cannot. Still, they are wapped separately; they are of iron, and there is little of
val ue to be shipped from Hanor that would be handl ed such, except the |arge and heavy bl ades
preferred by the barbarians.

He rel eases the inmage, and slips the glass into the drawer before opening the shutters. Wile
he can draw maps in the |ate afternoon, and indeed, the shadows often make that task easier, he
cannot follow ships and their trading in darkness. Nor, he reflects, at all, once they are at sea
and beyond any har bor.

From his maps and his conversations with the captains of the trading vessels that have once
agai n begun to frequent Biehl, Lorn can better understand the large image he is formng within his
nm nd. That picture he likes not at all, although there is little he can do about it, and, at
times, he wonders why he expends the effort. Yet he feels he nust.

The barbarians trade tool ed | eather goods, often artistic; worked copper; and | arge baskets of
some form of roasted nuts that nust keep well. These reach Jera by the three branches of the
river. In return, they purchase |arge anounts of iron bl ades better than they could forge. And
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those bl ades are used to kill Mrror Lancers.

More inportant to him sone of those bl ades are making their way west of Jera, with ever-

i ncreasi ng nunbers of barbarians. So far, the barbarians have nmade no rai ds beyond the Gass Hlls
in the direction of Ehyla and Biehl. That al so concerns Lorn, for when before have the barbarians
failed to raid when they have had weapons and | argely undefended ham ets?

True... the Grass Hills to the east of Biehl and to the west of Jera might better be terned
"Stone HIls" for their steepness and for streams that are few and widely separated. And the
bar bari ans have preferred to attack through the w der passes and val es of the southwest where
grass and water are nore abundant.

Lorn shakes his head. He can think about such later. For the nonment, he needs to work with
Tashqyt, Hel kyt, and Wiylyn on a better system for accustonmng the trainees to firelances-w thout
di scharging the twoscore that are all that they hold in the conpound.

After that, they will conduct nore sabre drills... and Lorn will take up the padded heavy hand-
and- a-half sword that he has had to learn to naster in order to accustomthe trainees to facing
t he barbarian bl ades.

XXI X

The hot | ate-sunmer sun beats down on Lorn, and the sweat oozes from every pore, soaking the brown
tunic he wears for training. Even after eightdays of training that he has nmade ever nore rigorous,
he still pours forth sweat. Now he can handle the big blade as easily as a sabre, though he
prefers the snmaller one for use while nounted.

"Break off!" he orders, glancing sideways at the two-on-three exercise on the flat sandy
expanse of the beach to his left. He reins up the chestnut and lets the breeze off the Northern
Ccean cool his fevered brow

The squad | eader-Tashqyt-refornms his squad before letting his lancers rest. Lorn nods.

Hel kyt eases his nmount up beside Lorn. "They are rnuch inproved, even the new |l ads from Wun and
those from Ehyla."

"They're getting there," Lorn says. "They're still not ready to face the best of the
bar bari ans, but nobst aren't that good."
"Ah... ser... no one's attacked a port detachment here in two-odd generations."

"That may be." Lorn's eyes fix on the squad | eader. "And how many | ancers end up back in the
G ass Hills?"
"Less '‘'n a third, ser.”

"Can you tell me which third?" Lorn feels another chill-the kind that provides no real cooling,
but the nental coldness of a chaos-glass trained upon him He ignores it.
"Ah... no ser."

"Do you want to condenn those men to die in the first skirmi sh they have with barbarian
rai ders?"

"No, ser." Helkyt's tone is resigned. "Just being that it is so hot..."

"The barbarians don't fight much when it's cool and confortable, as | recall." Lorn pauses and
bl ots his steanming forehead. "There's sonething else. Have you noticed the way the |ancers act
when t hey acconpany Neabyl and Conyr and the new enunerator... Gyhl, that's it... on board
vessel s?"

Hel kyt frowns.

"They're acting like |ancers again. They're trained, and ready, and their carriage shows it.
That nmakes the enunerators' tasks easier. It also tells the Hanorians and the other barbarians
that Cyador is not to be a target."

"That be true, ser," the senior squad | eader adnits. "Neabyl be far cheerier these days, and
even his consort came to see him"

Lorn suspects that has nmore to do with Flutak's di sappearance than with the greater
prof essi onal i sm of the port-detachnment | ancers. "There are other reasons, as well."

Hel kyt's eyebrows lift.

"The barbarian attacks have continued to increase, and we nmay be called upon. O," Lorn snmiles
wyly, "I may find that nmy next duty will be there with sone of these very sanme |ancers."

Hel kyt w nces.

"You do your duty here, Helkyt, and after such a record of faithful service and a | ong career
I would doubt you will be transferred before you can clai myour pension."™ Lorn blots his forehead
again, aware that whoever used the chaos-glass has let the inmage | apse. Wio could it be? It does
not feel like Tyrsal, or his father, but Lorn has no sense of who the unknown nmagus m ght be.
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"No offense, ser, but |I'd be hoping your words be true." The senior squad | eader |aughs
uneasily.

"They are not certain, but 1'd wager that way." Lorn eases the chestnut toward Tashqyt's squad,
lifting the huge padded hand-and-a-half blade that he will once again use one-on-one agai nst the
younger |lancers to accustomthemto fighting the long swords of the barbarians. "The one-on-one
drills!™

I gnoring the sigh from Hel kyt, Lorn hopes he can turn each of the recruits into at least a
senbl ance of a | ancer before too long. He has already sent a messenger to Conmander Repyl, noving
up the inspection date for the District Guards by two ei ghtdays, and that means he and nost of the
Mrror Lancers will be | eaving Biehl within three days.

From what he sees and has seen in his chaos-glass, he has less tinme than anyone else in Bieh
knows, and his fate rests in large part on his judgnents of what he has observed in his chaos-
glass. Yet for all that his fate and the fates of nany others rest on his cal cul ati ons and
observati ons, what he sees cannot be reported to anyone.

XXX

Lorn looks up briefly and out the window of his first-floor administration-building study. The
post-dawn air is still and warm without too strong a breeze. He hopes the dry weather will hold,
at least for a few days. Then he turns back to the papers before him He is yet witing out the
last of his scrolls, orders, and rough copi es of maps when he hears Hel kyt enter the outer study.

"Hel kyt ?"

"Yes, ser." The senior squad | eader shakes his head as he steps into Lorn's study and sees the
vari ous stacks of papers. "You ever be sleeping, ser?"

"Not so much as 1'd like, but that's not for trying." The overcaptain gestures to the chair
across the table desk.

Hel kyt sits down, al nbst gingerly.

"I"'mgoing to i npose sone duties on you. | wish it could be otherwi se, but you' re the only one
with the experience."

The senior squad | eader's eyebrows lift.

"Tonorrow i s when we go to inspect the District Guards, as you may recall."

"Yes, ser."

"I will be taking all the Mrror Lancers except for a halfscore of senior lancers, and the
hal f score of the nbst recent trainees."

"Ser?" Hel kyt shifts his weight in the chair, uneasily.

"I have heard fromsone traders that there nay be sone barbarian raiders riding into the |ands
west of Ehyla. | thought that we might check that out while putting the District Guards through
maneuvers. "

"Best you take all the firelances, then, ser. Those we can do without- nore so than you, if
there be barbarians com ng into Cyador."

"I appreciate your thought. | hope |I am m staken, but one never knows." Lorn shrugs. "M
sources are usually good, but barbarians aren't always predictable, except in that they like to
attack the lancers and peopl e of Cyador."

"Ser... beggin' yer pardon, but in nore 'n two seasons, |'ve yet to see you m staken, and
though | be no wagering nman, were | one, |'d wager on what you know. " He pauses. "And you be
wanting ne to keep things as you have?”

"That's right." Lorn leans forward. "W're before harvest, and there shouldn't be too many
shi ps porting, either to buy or sell, except for clay and china, and nost traders won't come in
just for that."

"The olive-grower Baryat's son-he been behavi ng hi nmsel f?"

"So far as | can tell. But if he has any problens, they won't be with you." Lorn | aughs
ruefully. "W mght get sonme orders transferring |ancers to Assyadt or sonething,"” Lorn mnuses,
"but don't transfer anyone until | get back. O until it's clear I won't be back."

"Don't be tal king that way, ser."

"I don't plan it that way, but |'d be a poor overcaptain if | didn't plan for the worst.'
points to the corner of the desk. "Those are the training plans for the next season, and sone
ot her papers that m ght be hel pful."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn continues to brief Helkyt until nearly m dnorning. He could have waited until later in the
day, but he wants Hel kyt to have sonme tine to consider what he has told the senior squad | eader so

Lorn
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that if the older man has any questions, Lorn will still be in Biehl to answer them

XXX

Agai n, behind closed shutters, in the late afternoon, Lorn studies the inage in the glass. A long
colum of riders follows a narrow and dusty road- barely that-eastward through a |ong valley.
Their destination is a narrow track through the nost rugged and | east hospitable section of the
Gass Hlls. At one time, fromthe | ook of the track, the way may have been nore travel ed, but its
abandoned state and raggedness are not |likely to stop the barbarians.

Lorn shakes his head. As he has already determ ned, the destination has to be one of the towns
west of the Grass Hills in Cyador, for there are no other Jeranyi towns west of the barbarian
colum. At their pace, they will enter the I ands of Cyador in |ess than three days, perhaps four.

The Mrror Lancers leave to inspect the District Guards at Ehyla in the norning, and he has
done what he can. Hi s lancers know that they are headed out on maneuvers, and a possible scouting
effort. Some of the ol der ones nodded knowi ngly. Several had already cached extra food, and the
cooks have | odged a conplaint with Hel kyt.

Lorn sniles at that thought.

He lets the imge fade, then calls up another inage-this one of a trader in blue. Despite the
| at eness of the day, she remamins in the |large room he has cone to recognize as her trading office.
H's lips curl as he recalls her lecture on the difference between studies and offi ces.

He lets that inage fade quickly, for he does not wish to disturb her, although she gl ances up,
her eyes narrowi ng, just before the imge fades. As he sets the glass aside, Lorn wonders again
what secrets lie in her ancestry-for she has sensed a chaos-gl ass searchi ng when he was with her-
and only those with abilities of the Magi'i can do such.

After a nonent, Lorn reaches for paper and the pen he nust substitute for being with Ryalth. In
time, he wites slowy, trying to take care with each word.

My dearest,
Wien you receive this, it is likely I will be in the lands just east of the Gass Hills, west
of Biehl and east of Jera. | have learned that a | arge group of barbarians may be massing and

preparing to attack Cyador itself in an area where they have not attacked in generations, if ever

There is no way to verify what | know, except by traders' words, and thus, we will be scouting,
not knowi ng what we may find. If we do find barbarians, there will be no way to warn the Mjer-
Conmander. What | attenpt is a great risk, not only for nme, but for you and for our son-to-be. Yet
| fear the danger to Cyad and to us will be far greater if | do not act. |I know you understand
whereof | speak ..

The barbari ans have begun to attack in greater and greater nunbers. It will not be |long before
the Maj er- Commander requests that the young | ancers | have trained be transferred to Assyadt or
el sewhere, and then there will not be the forces necessary to turn away any attack through this,
the nost rugged section of the Grass Hills. So | nust act while | have the forces to do so, and
prevent the depredations that | fear will come if | do not.

| have heard fromny parents that you have been kind to visit themand dine often with them and
with Jerial, and for this latest kindness | amalso grateful. Wien | will have furl ough or home
| eave is nost uncertain, and that | will not know until winter, at the earliest, if then

He closes with the words, My love, and his signature, although it yet feels strange to be able
to say such safely, for expressing love to one's consort is certainly acceptable, even in the
M rror Lancers.

The scroll will go to Helkyt in the norning, to be dispatched by firewagon. Even if it is read
along the way, Lorn will have acted, and the results will be known, one way or the other, before
any other officers can do anything to harm or assist.

He stands, and begins to roll the few maps he knows he will need. While he would like to take
the glass, here in Biehl, unlike in a larger Mrror Lancer outpost, the glass will be safer left
behind, for a canp is open to all, and lancer Magi'i are still nobst unwel cone to all too nmany
Mrror Lancers-and especially to District Guards.

XXX |

In the light of early norning, on the flat below the District Guard headquarters at Ehyla, the
First and Second Conpanies of the Mrror Lancer garrison at Biehl remain in near-perfect ranks as

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (57 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:01 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

Lorn studies the lines of District Guards. He rides the chestnut nare down each |ine, occasionally
stopping to check for riding rations and especially for water bottles. Only Tashgyt rides with
hi m

Conmmander Repyl remains on his own nount, before his two conpanies, and the partial squad of
newer guards.

Lorn finishes the inspection, and nods to Tashqyt. "I will not be but a nonent. Wile they are
ready for maneuvers, | doubt Commander Repyl is ready to transfer his command." Lorn turns and
rides toward the conmander.

"And how do you find them Overcaptain?" asks Repyl, even before Lorn reins up

"I'n good order, Conmmander." Lorn gestures toward the guard building. "I have a matter of great
i mportance to discuss with you. If you woul d acconpany ne?"

Commander Repyl's thin and perfect eyebrows lift. "This whole matter has been unusual ."

"Perhaps unusual in recent years, but the requirenent has been in the Enperor's Code for many,
many years," Lorn says quietly, turning his mount eastward.

When they are a good hundred cubits fromthe nearest |ancer, Repyl reins up. "I trust this wll
provide the... discretion... you w sh?"
"For both of us." Lorn hands over a scroll. "I thought you would prefer to read this in a nore

private setting."

"Ch?" Repyl begins to flush even before he has finished the first section. Finally, the
District Conmander stares at the overcaptain. "You are within your rights, Overcaptain, but the
Maj er - Conmander will hear of this."

"I amcertain he will." Alazy smle crosses Lorn's lips. "Since | fully intend to tell him?"

Lorn waits. "I would suggest that you not be too hasty, Commander. If all goes well on these
maneuvers, and your guards are as effective as they ook, then you are likely to be well-regarded.
I f, sonmehow, | neke pottage of the maneuvers, then you can claimyou were being cooperative, as is
your duty, and still appear fair and just."

The flush fades slowy. "I cannot say | am pl eased. ™

"I wish it were otherwise,"” Lorn adnmits. "Do you wi sh to announce that your conpani es are being
transferred to ny command, and offer them your praise and support? Or would you rather that | do
so?"

"I will do so-with grace, and | hope, skill." Repyl smiles tightly. "I trust you know what you
are doing."
"I amtrying to protect Biehl... and Cyador."

"Wth maneuvers?"

; "1 have received word that there is a large band of barbarians riding into the area east of
here. W are the only forces available, and it will be better to stop thembefore they commt many
depredations. "

"You trust nere word?" Repyl's eyebrows lift.

"Commander, | could wait until | were absolutely sure. Then... if | wait, many will die, and
much will be lost. If | amwong, your guards obtain sone riding and sone training. If those who
woul d have ne wait are wwong, then the Mrror Lancers will be faulted for failing to protect the
people." Lorn does not nention that the chaos-glass is seldomwong, or that he has al ready seen
the raiders nassing to the northeast, noving along the narrow valleys into the Grass Hills and

toward Biehl. H s lips curl slightly. "I trust you understand."
"I fear | do, Overcaptain, and | fear even nore that you may be right than wong." Repyl nods.
"l shall do ny duty with grace, and hope you are wrong, not because | wish you ill, but, as | have

just said, because, if you are right, we, too, will soon face the continuing attacks that have so
far graced Assyadt and Syadtar."

Not if | act swiftly. Lorn does not voice the thought. "Thank you."

The two turn their nmounts back toward the assenbled Mrror Lancers and District Cuards.

XXX 1

The sun is little nore than a hand above the gol den brown grasses of the rolling hills as Lorn
fini shes checking his map. After using the northern beaches as a hi ghway, he and his force have
headed i nland. They now ride to the southeast, toward where he cal cul ates the barbarians shoul d be
maki ng their way out of the Grass Hills-along a narrow creek that neanders out of the rugged
terrain and then dries up less than twenty kays fromwhere it energes. There may be scattered

hol ds al ong the way, but small individual huts are hard to pick out using a chaos-gl ass-especially
for Lorn when he is trying to map | ands he has not seen. He hopes there are not too many such
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hol ds al ong the route the barbarians may take-or may have al ready taken

Once of f the beaches, the progress of Lorn's force has been slower than Lorn had thought,
because the route he has chosen, while without gorges or larger barriers to travel, has no roads
and no streans, just the kays of grass-covered plains set between distant higher hills.

"Ser," offers Tashqyt quietly. "Up ahead."

Lorn glances up fromhis efforts to roll his map and ride. He has to squint against the | ow and
rising sun to make out the thinnest of Iines of grayish smoke rising through the clear norning
air. Its source is blocked by the |low ridge before Lorn's force. He nods. "Let's see what the
scouts report. Could be just an isolated holding, or herder's place."

They have ridden al nost another kay up the gentle slope that is far |onger than Lorn had
t hought, so gradual is its incline, and still have at |east a kay to go before they reach the
crest, when Lorn spies two lancers riding their nounts at a quicker walk than nornal. He fears he
knows what the snoke signifies, but he says nothing and keeps riding.

Swytyl rides up fromthe head of his squad and lets his nmount flank Tashqgyt's on the right as
the three wait for the scouts to nmeet them

When they near Lorn, the two | ancer scouts swing their nmounts around to ride parallel to Lorn
on the left.

"Ser... there's a ham et over the rise... along the stream" offers the scout closer to Lorn

"The barbarians have al ready been there?" Lorn asks.

"Ah... yes, ser." The scout's quizzical |ook begs for an answer.

"The snoke,"” Lorn says, "and your haste in reporting. They aren't there now, though, or you
woul d have been gal | opi ng back."

"No, ser. Didn't see none. Didn't see no one noving," answers the second scout.

"Just in case," Lorn glances at Tashqyt. "Four-abreast, firelances ready."

Tashqyt stands in his stirrups and half turns in the saddle. "Four-abreast! Firelances at the
ready!"

The ot her squad | eaders echo the orders, except that the District Guard squad | eaders nerely
command, "Lances ready!"

The barbarians have noved faster than Lorn has thought, and his forces have been slower in
com ng across the grasslands south of the northern beaches, and the small hanl et nay have been one
of the first results of his miscalculations. His lips tighten, and his fingers brush the half of
the firelance. He can feel sweat form ng under his garrison cap and oozi ng down his sunburned neck
and then his back.

As the chestnut carries Lorn over the crest of the grassy rise, he can nmake out the streamthat
he had tracked with the chaos-glass-and to his left, a gap in the rugged hills, fromwhich the
streamruns. Below themis a hamnl et

Lorn shakes his head. Thin |lines of snoke and mist hug the ground around the ham et. There are
per haps a dozen dwellings, if that, earth- or sod-walled. The roofs of npbst are caved in-burned
out fromw thin, as shown by the snoke that fills the holl ow

"Ser?" questions Tashqyt.

"Barbarians," Lorn affirns. "Yesterday, |'d guess. Everything's al nost burned out."

Not hi ng nmoves in the haml et, except the smoke, drifting on a breeze so light that Lorn cannot
feel it as he leads the Mrror Lancers and District CGuards down the grass-covered hillside and
toward the stream

The streanbed is northwest of the haml et and separates Lorn's force fromthe hamet with a
m ni ature gorge perhaps four cubits deep. Lorn turns the chestnut northwest and rides for al nost
hal f a kay before finding a place where |ivestock have crunbled the edges into a ford of sorts.
The scouts cross first, and the water is less than a cubit deep on the | egs of their nopunts.

On the other side, Lorn sees a novenent and turns to his right. There, a reddi sh-col ored dog
turns and slinks down the side of a dry irrigation ditch whose banks have been tranpl ed down. A
figure in brown lies sprawl ed facedown in the flattened grass beyond the ditch. The back of his
tunic is covered in |large splotches of darker brown. The flies buzz around the dead man.

Lorn gently urges the mare away fromthe body and rides parallel to the ditch, along the
livestock path and toward the easternnost hut. The two scouts ride al nbst two hundred cubits
ahead, but rein up by the hut, glancing back at Lorn and the nain force.

Agai n, Lorn suspects he knows why. As the mare nears the dwelling- earth-walled, with a single
wi ndow on the east side-Lorn swallows as he catches sight of another body. As he guides the
chestnut onto the dirt |ane that | eads southwest toward the other dwellings, he noves his head
slowy fromthe hal f-naked body of a woman, perhaps nearly as old as his nother, lying as if flung
agai nst the sod wall of the hut. He does not | ook closely to see exactly how she was killed. Nor
does it matter, save that she suffered greatly and was slain in pain.
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"Just follow the track past the dwellings," Lorn orders the two scouts. "Keep an ear for

anyt hing." He pauses, then turns to Swytyl. "Have your |ancers check each dwelling, by pairs, just
to see if there's a child or soneone alive. And have different ones do each hut."
"Yes, ser." Swytyl turns to ride back to his squad, which is still on the livestock trail

"You don't think anyone's alive, do you?" asks Tashqyt.
"No. But | wouldn't want to go off and leave a child or an infant to die because we didn't

| ook." As Lorn speaks, once nore, he senses the chill of a chaos-glass, a chill that |asts but
monents before it vani shes.
The sharp-featured squad | eader shakes his head as the four-abreast colunm, |ances still ready,

rides along the dirt |ane that approximtes a road through the hamet.

There are bodi es everywhere-far nore than Lorn woul d have inagined for a ham et so snall - but
the pattern is the same around each dwel ling. The men have been slain quickly, as have snall
children. The wonmen have been used and killed, even girls too snmall to be wonen and wonen who are
gr andnot hers.

The overcaptain coul d have done wi thout riding through the ham et, having seen the work of the
barbarians too often in years previous, but few of the Mrror Lancers he | eads, and none of the
District Guards, have seen such. So he rides slowy past each sod dwelling, letting the chestnut
carry him back toward the sout hwest and away fromthe Grass Hills. Behind him there are no
murnurs fromhis force, none that he can hear

In the grassy expanse to the south, Lorn sees scattered dark shapes, cattle that have scattered
after the carnage, and sone grayer forns-sheep.

As they pass the last dwelling, Lorn reins up. "W'Il wait to hear from Swtyl."

"Halt!" orders Tashqyt.

Lorn sits on the nmare, under the increasingly hot and bright harvest sun. "The stream goes
along the road. W'll water farther on. The barbarians didn't nmess it, and the locals kept their
j akes away fromit."

Tashgyt nods.

Shortly, Swytyl rides up. The squad | eader is pale.

Lorn | ooks at Swytyl.

Swytyl shakes his head. "No, ser. There be not a soul living." He swallows hard. "Even... even
babes. "

"You see why..." Lorn does not finish the sentence.

"Yes, ser." After a nmonment, Swytyl adds, "Ser... there be many bodies..."

"We'll have to |eave them" Lorn says. "W don't have the spades or the tinme, and if we del ay

here, what happens if they get to another hanl et ?"
Tashqyt and Drayl, who has eased his nount forward to hear Swytyl's report, both nod.

"We'll followthis." Lorn points to the narrow road or track that heads sout hwest, generally
following the stream Hoofprints on hoofprints cover the dusty trail. "W'Ill stand down and water
inabit."

He urges the chestnut forward, after the barbarians, wondering how many nore m scal cul ati ons he
wi Il make, hoping there will not be too nmany nore.

XXXI'V

The sweat oozes down the back of Lorn's neck, and the sun beats on the right side of his face as
he rides southwest through the valley so wide and long that the Grass Hills that surround it on
three sides are nmere snudges on the horizon. Only to the southwest are no true hills visible, and
that is where the river is.

Tashqyt rides to Lorn's left, as they nmake their way through the early afternoon, and as Swytyl
rides up to join them

"What did they find?" asks Lorn

"Scouts say that the tracks ahead circle to the west, and that hill over there,"” the round-
faced Swtyl reports. "There's a burned-out stead at the base of the rise. Bodies, too. Not
pl easant. Like that hamet."

"They were already there before we left the beaches. At the hamet,"” Lorn adds, after a nonent.
Wiile the first hanmlet that the Jeranyi had raided was little nore than a group of dwellings
and barns where herders grazed and raised cattle, so small that it had no nane beyond its borders,
Lorn still regrets that they had not been there when the raiders arrived. Now the namel ess ham et

will remain so, since the Jeranyi had left no survivors. Had such a hanl et existed near |sahl
there woul d have been walls and berns, and frequent patrols by Mrror Lancers. East of Biehl, folk

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (60 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:01 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

are not prepared for the raiders.

The trail that Lorn and the | ancers and guards have foll owed southwest fromthe ham et indicate
that cattle or other livestock have been driven regularly toward a tributary of the River Behla,
sonme forty kays southwest, where presumably they were added to those floated downstreamon railed
rafts for sale in Biehl and Ehyla. Intermittently, hides come with the cattle, according to
Neabyl .

Taki ng such a small ham et as the raiders have al ready would not have satisfied such a |arge
group of Jeranyi, as Lorn is certain, and the raiders are following the livestock tracks and dirt
roads to a larger town on the tributary-Nhais was once the nane, although Lorn is far fromcertain
that the nane has continued, so old was the map he had found in the back room of the
adm nistration building. Hs glass-screed and hand-drafted nmaps have so far proven nore accurate
than those few surviving in the Biehl |ancer conpound.

Beyond Nhais to the south and west are other, and richer targets, such as the vintner's
war ehouses at Escadr and the cuprite nmines at Dyeum Whether the barbarians will dare to trave
that far is yet another question. But if none stop them Lorn fears the worst.

Lorn gl ances across the browning grass that reaches above the chestnut's knees. As if to
underscore Swytyl's words about the barbarian atrocities, a thin line of snoke circles into a
green-blue sky that holds but high and thin hazy clouds. The air is hot and still. "Did they see
any signs of riders?"

"No, ser. Not even dust."

The dust would not rise high in the still air, but with no dust in sight, the barbarians are at
| east four or five kays west or southwest of Lorn's force.
Lorn nods. "We'Il catch them"

He hopes to reach Nhais and the river before they do, circling around and in front of them He
al so hopes he has not waited too long in setting forth, but he has pushed Conmander Repyl as much
as he had dared wi thout revealing exactly what he had known bef orehand.

XXXV

Lorn has reined up, turning the chestnut nore to the south so that he is no | onger squinting

agai nst the | ow afternoon sun that has been angling into his eyes fromthe right. His neck is red
and raw, and burns from sun and sweat. The sweat that oozes from under his garrison cap keeps
stinging the corners of his eyes. Yellow sh dust coats his trousers and those of all the |ancers,
as well as the legs of all their nounts. The eight squad | eaders and Lorn forma rough semcircle,
listening to the sandy-haired and round-faced Swtyl.

"They are but little nmore than five kays before us, and they will be drawing up into their canp
before long. W can reach themif we hasten- before they reach Nhais..." suggests Swtyl.

Several heads around the circle nod. The bl ack-haired Tashgyt is not one of them Nor is the
gri zzl e-bearded seni or squad | eader of the District Guards.

"They ride slowy," Lorn says. "W have been hastening, and the day has been long. Wiat if they
turn, and what happens to our nmounts and their riders?"

This rime both the older District Guard squad | eader and Tashqyt do nod.

"We are not |looking for a battle a quickly as possible. W wish a great victory with few
casualties," Lorn points out. "We will catch them on the nmorrow when they reach the river there.
The town is west, but the river winds. They will followthe river. So we will turn nore westerly,
and arrive at the town before they do."

"If they do not follow the river?" asks Swtyl.

"Then we are between themand the town, and the town will not suffer, and there will be no
heaps of bodi es of the people of Cyador."

The ot her squad | eaders nod.

"There is always the chance that they may find another hanmlet,” Lorn says slowy. "The naps do
not show such, but it could happen. But we are the only force here, and we dare not let the
barbarians by us to ravage a town such as Nhais, with scores of folk."

Tashqyt nods, then the other squad | eaders.

Not for the first time does Lorn hope he is correct, but if he is wong this tinme, the herders
and the townspeople will suffer less. The last time, a ham et suffered because his screeing had
not picked out that the herding ham et even existed-and because, he rem nds hinsel f, he had
m scal cul ated his force's abilities and those of the raiders.

Still, while he woul d not have wi shed harmon the people, fighting there at the base of the
Grass Hills would have been difficult, and inpossible to contain the raiders.
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Lorn | ooks around at the faces that study his. Is he putting too rmuch trust in plans and maps?
Doubtl ess he is, but the tracks across the grasslands show he faces nore than tenscore barbari ans,
perhaps as many as fifteenscore, and his four comnpanies could nunber little nore than half the
barbarians, and half his nen have no firelances. Yet there is Nhais, undefended except for him
and Escadr and Dyeum beyond. So he nust try to pick where and how he fights.

I f he can.

XXXVI

Lorn had forgotten what patrols are like in the heat of the Gass H lls-or the valleys nearby.

Dust is everywhere, settling into boots, clothing, ears, eyes, and nose. His exposed skin is red,

and his neck is peeling. Sweat burns his eyes, and they water nuch of the tine. Wile the wind is

wel cone for its cooling, it brings nore grit to his eyes and nostrils. Water nust be rationed, and
finding water for the nounts and then watering themin the scattered streans takes nore tinme than

he had recall ed.

Even though it is harvest, and not the height of summer, heat rises in waves off the browned
grasses by late afternoon. Then, by late at night, the air is chill, and Lorn and the |ancers
shi ver under their single blankets.

In the hot early afternoon, he has reined up the chestnut mare on a |l ow rise overl ooki ng one of
the few narrow streans feeding the river. Below him the conpanies are finishing watering their
mounts. Wiile they do, Lorn studies the maps and the terrain around him now becom ng nore hilly
as they approach the river, and the town of Nhais. Fromwhat his naps show, Lorn judges that Nhais
lies another twenty kays or so to the southwest, while the river is no nore than ten to south. He
and the | ancers should be able to reach the town, or within five kays of it well before twlight-
if his maps are accurate, and if the dirt track remains passable.

He | ooks up as three riders near-Swtyl and two of the | ancers used as scouts. The | ancers bear
a |l ook of concern, but Lorn waits until they rein up. Then he only says, "You have sonethi ng new?"

"Ser... the barbarians have forded the river, and they have rai ded another small hanlet,
per haps of hal fscore dwellings. They have halted..." Swytyl pauses, and Lorn understands all too
wel I why the barbarians have hal t ed.

"There is little we can do now " Lorn nods and keeps his sigh to hinself. Another
m scal cul ati on, of sorts, but not one that would change his course, even had he known, for in the
heat, he cannot push his nen too hard and expect themto fight their best. And that they nust do,
out nunbered as his force is.

"They |l ook to be traveling tonorrow along the south side," Swytyl adds. "The hills are high
and the river narrower and deeper to the south. There are several hanlets on that side, and none
on this, not before Nhais. Not that we can see."

"There is a way to cross the river at the towm, a ford |less than a kay south,” Lorn says. "W
will ride longer tonight. For if we cannot cross the river to attack them neither can they cross
to attack us, even if they know we are here. W will rise and nove earlier in the norning, while
it is cool, and we will cross the ford and travel upstream W will also check to see where the
river is deepest along a certain bend."

Swytyl raises his eyebrows.

"W will try to circle and attack them where they cannot ford the river to retreat.’
offers a grimsnile. "After all their efforts, | believe we owe themthat."

Swytyl nods. "Yes, ser.”

"Have sonmeone watch the river, though, as we ride toward Nhais."

"Yes, ser/Again... Lorn can but do his best, and hope. He does not mention that, if he fails,
the way lies open to Escadr and Dyeum It is enough that he knows.

Lorn

XXXVI |

The sun has not even risen when Lorn and his force ride in along the dusty north road and into the
center square of Nhais, into a square consisting of little nore than an open dirt plaza,
surrounded by | ow buil dings, but the gray light is bright enough to show the poverty of the place.
On the west side is an inn, with a front porch covered by a saggi ng roof and supported by peeling,
whi t ewashed tinbers. The inn's signboard depicts a brown bull. On the north side of the square are
a chandlery and a cooper's. On the east is a long low building, with boards nailed across the

wi ndows and t he door. The whitewash has peel ed away fromthe shutters, and the wood is cracked and
weat hered. The south side of the square has three buildings of two stories each hunched together.
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The end two structures lean into the center one, but none bears a sign, and the shutters and doors
of all three are cl osed.

The structures, except for the inn, show walls of a reddish brown brick. The inn has nud-
pl aster over the brick. That Lorn can tell fromwhere the whitewashed plaster has broken away. Al
the roofs but that of the inn are of sone formof woven withies, Lorn thinks, sonething he has not
seen before in Cyador. The inn's roof is of ancient and cracked red tiles.

Nhais is not the kind of town that Lorn thinks of as Cyadoran. The dwellings are unkenpt,
wi t hout hedges or privacy screens. Many are without shutters. The streets are unpaved and dusty
now, and will be nuddy in rain and snow.

Lorn glances toward the inn once nore, where three nen stand under the saggi ng porch
O herwi se, the square is enpty.
"Poor town," whispers Tashqgyt.
"Poorer still if we don't stop the raiders," Lorn murmurs back
As Lorn and the first squad of Mrror Lancers pass the inn porch, the nurnurs of the three men
ft toward the riders. Lorn listens, his hearing chaos-sense aided.
"...Mrror Lancers... an overcaptain. Wat they doing here?"
"...you want to ask?"
"Jeremsaid... raiders in the north..."
"...let "emgo... less said the better."
"Better lancers 'n raiders..."
"Sonme choice..."
If they had seen what Lorn has seen, he reflects, they would not think such. But nost fol k do
not reckon well what they have not seen

Lorn and Tashqyt turn down the street |eading southward, toward the ford, the dust-nuted sounds
of hoofs drowning out the nurnurs of the men on the inn's porch. The houses by the square give way
to huts, then a handful of hovels near the river.

The town is set on a low bluff, and less than twenty cubits above the river, and beyond the
| ast poor hut, there is a slope down to the water. The river is lined with bushes and | ow w || ow
trees, and the | eaves of both are dust-covered. From bank to bank is |less than a hundred and fifty
cubits, and, in the dry tine of early harvest, the river is | ow Midbanks protrude fromthe
browni sh water. Wagon tracks | ead down the slope and up the far side a hundred cubits away.

dr

Lorn turns in the saddle. "W'll cross in single-file by squads. Then we'll head back east
along the river. Upstreamof the town, we'll find a place to water the mounts.”

"Well upstream " suggests Tashqgyt.

Lorn nods.

"Cross by squads, single-filel™

"By squads, single-file," echo the squad | eaders.

The chestnut sidesteps slightly as she takes a first step into the brownish water, but the
river is so shallow at the ford that Lorn's boots never touch the water's surface. He reins up at
the top of the bluff on the southern shore, scanning the river and the land and hills to the east.
But he sees no one, not even animals or livestock, just a few scattered dwellings farther to the
sout h and west.

Once the entire force has crossed, Lorn gestures to Swytyl, then waits for the squad | eader to

near before speaking. "Send out the scouts... at least five kays east of here. We'll ride al ong
the river road here until we find a good place to water the mounts. Then, we'll keep noving
north."

"Yes, ser." Wth a nod, the round-faced squad | eader rides toward his squad and the lancers in
it used as scouts.

"Forward, two-abreast, by columms!" Lorn orders.

Orange light is seeping over the low hills as the colunm begins to nove eastward on the narrow
and rutted dirt road that roughly parallels the river.

The sun stands just above the lowtrees and hills on the horizon when Lorn's force of Mrror
Lancers and Guards halts on the south bank of the river, alnpbst two kays east of Nhais. Lorn
gl ances back, to the west, where the town is partly obscured by a slight haze, perhaps froma
conbi nati on of noisture fromthe river and dust. To the east, low hills undul ate beside the river
getting steeper nore to the south. There are neither signs of the barbarians nor recent hoofprints
in the dust of the road, except those placed there by Swytyl's scouts.

"Wat er by squads!" Tashqyt orders. "Keep the nounts out of the water."

After watering the chestnut, Lorn blots his face with a danpened cloth, then renounts and rides
to the top of the low bluff that forns the southern bank of the river. So far as he can tell, as
his maps had indicated, the river narrows and deepens as the hills steepen a kay or so east of
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where the force rests.
Shortly, he is joined by Tashqyt, Swytyl, Whylyn, and Drayl-the Mrror Lancer squad | eaders,
and by Wharalt-the grizzl e-bearded senior squad | eader of the District Guards.

Wharalt | ooks straight at Lorn. "Ser... you been nost careful in not pushing us. But you got
scouts out, and we be heading toward where the raiders were going. W going to neet them soon?"
"Today or tonorrow," Lorn says. "Today, | would judge, but the scouts will tell us. |I am hoping

to circle south slightly, and then head northeast about five kays east of here."

"Ah... ser, why not wait for then? If | mght ask?"

"Because there is a bend in the river that has high bluffs, and we are going to trap them
there, if at all possible.”

Wharalt raises his eyebrows.

"Wharalt... we are the only force of |ancers east of Biehl. If we allow any to escape, there
will be nore raids of the type we have seen. | cannot keep a |arge force here and | eave the port
unprotected, and | don't think you and the District Guards wi sh to spend the next several seasons
chasing barbarians until the Mjer-Conmmander can nove nore |ancers here. So..." Lorn shrugs.
"...we will attenpt to renove themall at once. If that does not work, then we will be spending at
| east several nore eightdays tracking and chasing those who escape." The overcaptain offers a

wintry smle. "I would prefer none escape.”

"When you put it that way... ser... there's nore light on what we been doing." Waralt nods
slowy and evenly. "Mnd if | pass that al ong?"

"No. They should know." Lorn pauses, then adds, "1'd also prefer that the raiders not know
we're here or what we have in mnd. The other thing you' d best tell your men, all of you, is that
barbari ans don't back down, and that they hate us all. Wat you saw in that hanl et and those
steads is what all lancers find everywhere after a barbarian raid."

"What ny brother said," adds Swytyl. "Cane back without his arm Said he was |ucky. Said what
they did to the wonmen-"

"That's right." Lorn overrides the squad | eader quietly. "You all saw that, and we don't want
it to happen in Nhais. W need to nove on now. "

"Yes, ser." The assents are alnost in unison

The day continues to warmas they ride eastward along the river. By early midnorning, in the
di stance to the east, Lorn sees dark birds circling, but cannot make out whether they are vul crows
or snmaller scavengers. Qutside of the tracks of their own scouts, the road dust shows no signs of
riders.

As they ride, once nore the feel of a chaos-glass sweeps across Lorn and is gone. The
overcaptain purses his |lips and keeps riding, silently.

They have ridden another five kays when the first of Swytyl's |ancer scouts returns.

Lorn has the columm stand down, and sends a handful of nen down the steeper slope to the river
to fill water bottles while he hears the scout report.

"You were right, ser. They're a-comin' down this road, slowlike, maybe another five kays, on
the far side of the road.”

"On the other side of this hill here-that's where the road and the river bend north, is it

not ?" asks Lorn. "And then here's another hill farther al ong?"

The scout | ooks at Swytyl, then at the overcaptain. "Yes, ser. Runs that way near-on two kays,
maybe |ike three, 'cause there be another hill there."

"How far are they fromthat far hill, the one the road goes over?"

"Anot her six kays, nmayhap."
Lorn nods and turns in his saddle. "Swtyl! Get ne the squad | eaders." While they gather, Lorn
di snounts and checks his maps, and then hands the chestnut's reins to one of the younger new

| ancers. He gl ances up toward Tashqyt. "We'll need a few |ancers to hold nmounts. | want you all to
|l ook at a map."

"Yes, ser."

Once the four Mrror Lancer squad | eaders and Wharalt are gathered, Lorn spreads the nmap on the
dusty grass beside the road and outlines the geography. "Here we are... and that is about where
the barbarians are. They probably are going to stay near the road here, and swing along the river
like so... | can't see themclinbing the hills there, as they're getting steeper, when there's a

flatter and easier way to Nhais by the river road..." He pauses, and gl ances at the grizzled
Wharalt. "Can your men hold a line until the barbarians are within a hundred cubits before you
mount a charge agai nst thenf"

"Aye, we can do that."

Lorn nods and begins to outlines what he has in nind. "Waralt... the barbarians have scouts,
but they only ride about a kay or so ahead of the main body. They'll probably ride past the bend
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until where the road | ooks clear to Nnhais. You wait behind that slope there, either until they
turn back or until they're a good kay farther west..."

"Then we cone up and bl ock the space between the steep hill and the river, so they either
charge us or turn into that space in the bend?"

Lorn nods. "If the scouts pass you, you'll have to have a nan or two detailed to watch for
them"

"We can do that."

The overcaptain gestures toward the river. "The road curves to follow the river, and because
there's a hill to the south. W'll circle the back side of the hill, so there aren't any tracks on
the road, and wait. Once they're past, we'll use the firelances to push them west, and they can
either ride into the guards or draw up defensively on the flat ground of the bluff with their
backs to the river-"

"I'f they don't push, ser... ?" asks Wharalt.

Lorn |l aughs. "Then we reverse the plan, and we hold the Iine and you charge."

"That be splitting our forces."

"W won't be that far apart," Lorn points out.

"They' || fight like black angels, you don't give them anywhere to go," suggests Drayl.

"They do anyway." Lorn points to the east where the vulcrows still circle. "That's anot her
ham et filled with bodies, | wager. W don't want them goi ng anywhere."
"Yes, ser."

Lorn rolls up the map. "Get the water bottles filled, and the squads ready." He wal ks toward
the chestnut, slips the map into the case behind his saddle.

"...never seen naps like that..."

"...around the overcaptain much, and there be nmuch you never saw..."

Not too nuch, Lorn hopes, as he nounts.

He | eads the two conpani es around the back side of the hill, far slower going as they dodge
brush and patches of thorny green cacti that Lorn has not seen before.

Still... it is well before nmdday when they reach the back side of the slope that overl ooks
where the road turns north into the bend in the river. There, just below the crest of the hill,
Lorn and Tashqyt wait, listening for hoofs, voices... anything. Bel ow and behind themare the two
conpani es of Mrror Lancers from Bi ehl

The sun is nmore like that of late m dsumer than of late sunmer or early fall, and sweat

continues to collect under the brow of Lorn's garrison cap. The perspiration oozes toward his
eyes, and he continues to blot it away with the back of his sleeve. Beside him Tashqyt shifts his
wei ght in the saddle.

The chestnut whuffs, and Lorn |leans forward and pats her shoul der. "Easy... easy, there.
Waiting is hard on all of us."
Lorn al nost senses soneone, sonething, and eases the chestnut uphill, just enough that he can

peer eastward if he stands in his stirrups.

A pair of barbarians ride along the road, noving at a quick wal k. Lorn ducks and eases the
chest nut back farther downhill, out of sight.

As he and Tashqyt wait-as do the Mrror Lancers behind themthe sound of |ow voices carries
over the crest of the hill, but not the meaning of whatever the two warriors are di scussing.
Tashqgyt | ooks at Lorn. Lorn shakes his head, and gestures toward the east. "Not |long," he murnurs,
hopi ng he is correct.

The sun rises higher, and nore sweat oozes down the back of Lorn's sunburned neck. He wi shes
there were trees or cliffs or sonme formof shelter, but the only types of vegetation that are nore
than shoul der-high are a very few straggly trees and the willows that intermttently flank the
river.

Alownmurnuring drifts toward them and Lorn straightens in the saddl e. So does Tashqyt. Both
wait until it is far |ouder, seemngly right bel ow them

Lorn continues to wait, then edges the chestnut forward up the sl ope.

The rough colum of barbarians-riding three- and four-abreast-is nore than hal fway past Lorn
He ducks and eases his nmount back downsl ope. From his single quick survey, he believes there are
closer to fifteenscore riders.

Finally, he raises his armand drops it. Tashqyt does the sane.

Behi nd them the squads, riding four-abreast in each squad, nove up and over the crest of the
hill, coming downhill at a quick trot before increasing their speed on the road and the flat that
flanks it.

Three barbarian warriors trailing the nmain party | ook back and uphill at the charging | ancers.
Al'l three wheel
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Lorn levels his firel ance.

Hssst! Hsst! One of the men drops; the one on the far right twists in the saddle.

Hssst! Hsst!

"Short bursts! Short bursts!" Lorn orders.

"Short bursts!" echo Tashqyt, Swytyl, Wylyn, and Drayl.

Ahead, shouts come fromthe barbarian warriors.

As he rides toward the end of the barbarian colum, Lorn watches as the barbarian force seens
to separate-the leading riders spur their nounts and swing northward off the road, while perhaps
twoscore of the trailing riders wheel to attenpt to stop the Mrror Lancers.

Wth the Bristan sabre in his left hand, and firelance in his right, Lorn finds he is stil
| eadi ng the charge. He al so senses the presence of a chaos-glass, then pushes that thought and
feeling away.

Hssst! Hssst! The short bursts of lances flare through the already-hot nidday air, and nore
than half the defenders are dead even before the first two squads of |ancers plow through them
t hough not w thout casualties.

Lorn parries a big blade with the sabre, ducks, and backhands the raider who has tried to bring
the large blade to bear on the overcaptain.

Still, the defenders have created enough of a del ay-as has another group farther westward al ong
the road-that the barbarians have reformed in a bowed senicircle in the bend area to the south of
t he road.

Lorn al so doesn't like the ragged breaking-up of his own forces, and he barks out the orders.
"Halt! Halt and re-form Five-abreast! Five-abreast!"

H s orders are echoed, and within nonents... across a space of two hundred cubits, two forces
face each other.

The sound of hoofs tells of the arrival of the brown-clad District Guards, their cupridium
| ances gleaning in the noonday sun.

Lorn-still in the front center of his re-formng Mrror Lancers-snaps, "Half the Guard on each
flank! Half the Guard on each flank!"

Surprisingly, to Lorn, the barbarians do not charge, even as the red-tri med brown tunics of
the guards nmove into position on each side of the two Mrror Lancer conpanies. That they do not
charge bothers Lorn, but he waits, ready to order a charge at any nonent, but wanting to nake sure
that the guards cover the flanks.

In the hot stillness, four barbarians ride forward, reining up a good hundred cubits from Lorn
The |l ead rider-a bearded blond giant-holds a figure before himin the saddle-that of a small girl.
He holds a dull dark blade at the girl's throat.

"See, white denons! W have your wonen, nore than a score. You let us return, white denon, and
we will not harmthese..."

Lorn stiffens inside. He glances to his left, then his right. The guards to his right are not
quite in position, but all his other forces |look to be. "You have invaded our |and, and | should
|l et you | eave untouched, after all those you have killed?" He calls back to the blond warrior
easing the chestnut forward as he does, so that he is a good twenty cubits forward of his forces,
where he can be seen. He has not spied any archers, and he hopes there are none. He keeps his
| ance | ow, although he has raised it sone.

"These | ands you took fromour forefathers. They are not your |ands. They were never yours, and
soon they will again be the lands of the Jeranyi." The Jeranyi |eader jerks his head sideways. To
his left is another rider holding a child, and Lorn can see wonen bound to nounts farther back in
the barbarian forces. "W have your wonen, you see."

Lorn eases the chestnut farther forward.

"Do not raise your devil lance, or she will die. So will the others!"

Lorn forces hinself and his |ance swi ngs up. Hssst!

The chaos-bolt drives through the bearded blond's chest. Al nbst as quickly, the big blade of
the warrior beside the | eader and the captive slashes through the girl's neck

Hssst! The barbarian who has slain the woman sl unps across his nount's nane.

"Charge! Discharge firelances at will!" Lorn orders. "Charge!" Lorn urges the chestnut forward,
hopi ng the charge will force at |east sone of the barbarians to choose between righting | ancers
and killing captives.

"Kill them " shouts a barbarian, and the tall warriors charge to neet the Mrror Lancers.

Hssst! Hssst! Firelance bolts flash across the | ess-than-hundred cubits separating the two
forces.

A hi gh-pitched scream di sabuses Lorn of the delusion that a few hostages m ght survive even
before the firebolts fromhis [ance rake across two barbarians. Then he is alternating slashes and
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parries with the sabre and triggering short blasts of chaos-fire on those few occasi ons when he
can find enough space to take on a barbarian without striking a |lancer or guard.

Dust swirls up, and horses scream Men yell

Lorn finds he is behind the barbarians, sonehow alone for a nonent. He lifts the |ance.

Hssst! Hsst! Two bolts in succession drill through the back and neck of two barbarians.

Lorn turns to his right and | ooses another bolt, to bring down yet a third barbarian from
behind. He gets in three nore bolts before a giant of a figure with a blade nearly so long as
Lorn's firel ance cones charging past a dying | ancer and toward the overcaptain.

Lorn barely nanages to slide the other's blade off his sabre. The firelance crunples as he uses
it to parry the barbarian's backswi ng, but the big blade remains caught in the thin cupridi um of
the I ance | ong enough for Lorn to jab the point of the sabre through the other's neck, and wench
it back out. At tinmes, the point he had added to the Brystan sabre has nade the difference. He
drops the | ance and nanages to yank clear the second sabre, sniling mrthlessly. Then he urges the
chestnut toward a | ancer beset by three barbarians.

Lorn takes the first from behind, and the second fromthe side with the official |ancer sabre,
and then he is past and fighting off another huge figure.

The dull sound of metal on netal becones nore conmon, and the hssting of firelances di es away.

Abruptly-or so it seenms-there are but |lancers and guards | ooking bl ankly at each other, eyes
darting this way and that, seeking another barbarian

Lorn reins up, and | ooks across the grassy grass, grass now splashed with splotches of bl ood
and ot her substances, and littered with bodies, sone of horses, but nostly of nen-and a handful of
children and wonen. He tightens his |lips and sheathes his | ancer sabre, switching the Brystan one
to his right hand. He is aware that whi chever nmagus has been using a chaos-glass to viewthe
battle is no | onger doing so. "I hope you saw enough blood..." he nmurmurs under his breath.

After scanning the field, he reins up by a fallen barbarian, his eye caught by the shimrer of
t he bl ade beside the body, and di snbunts. He takes the blade and studies it slowy.

"Ser! Ser!" Tashqyt guides his nmount up beside the overcaptain's.

Lorn gl ances up at Tashqyt.

"It's over," the squad | eader reports. "W even checked the edge of the bluff, but no one
escaped that way."
"I know." Lorn lifts the big blade, Hanorian-forged and -ground, fromthe workmanship. "I want

all the blades collected and saved. Put them on the spare and captured mounts. The Mj er - Cormander
wi Il need proof."

" Pr oof ?"

"That Hanorian traders are sending blades to Jera, and that those bl ades are being used to kill
| ancers." Lorn mounts slowy. His legs are tired, and his eyes stab. Then he gl ances down at the
body of a worman, sprawl ed on the grass. He does not see how she died, but she is barely younger
than Ryalth or Myryan. O the grower's daughter he had kill ed.

After a long nonent, he | ooks up and neets Tashqyt's eyes. "This tine... it's over." He clears
his throat. "what about our nmen?"
"Ah... we took sone |osses, ser."

Lorn waits.

"A good score - and - a - half fromthe |ancers, alnpst a score fromthe guards. And Wyl yn,
and two of the Guard squad | eaders."

"Threescore..." Lorn's snile is tight. "Too many, but not bad for a first battle for npbst of
them and not at all bad against fifteenscore.”

"Ei ght eenscore, ser. Ah... | thought we needed to know.'
of the captives, ser. Alnbst a score. Five survived."

Ei ght eenscore dead-nore than in some small towns in Cyador. Lorn nods slowy. "Do we have any
captive barbarians?"

"Hal fscore, a bit nore. They're all wounded."

"Where are they?" Lorn renounts the mare.

"Over by the bluff. There." The sharp-featured Tashqyt gestures.

In the late-afternoon light, Lorn rides toward the captives. He di snobunts and hands the
chestnut's reins to Tashqyt. He wal ks forward. There are fifteen nen, all bearded, all with their
hands bound behind them One |lies unconscious, on his side, in the dusty grass. The captives are
surrounded by Drayl's squad-half disnmounted with sabres drawn; the others mounted, also with
bl ades dr awn.

One of the captives lurches toward Lorn. "Wite denmon!"

"You killed wonen and children who could not have harmed you." Lorn draws the Brystan sabre.

"You are all denons." The bound captive spits toward Lorn

Tashqyt | ooks down. "They killed nost
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Lorn's face is like ice as he steps forward, and there is a dull clunk as the chaos-enhanced
bl ade separates the barbarian's head fromhis torso. Both drop onto the bl ood-stai ned dust.

"My blood is on themall,"” Lorn |looks up at Drayl, nounted. "Not yours. Kill the others."

" Ser?"

"I'f we release them they'll think we're weak. Al so, they killed those captives as certainly as
if they had held the bl ades-and sone probably did. W're not killing captives. W're killing the
people who did." Lorn takes the chestnut's reins back from Tashqyt. "Do you want ne to kill each

of them nysel f?"

Drayl | ooks down. "No, ser

"Then do your duty." Lorn nounts, then turns the chestnut and | eaves the squad | eader and the
| ancers who had been guarding captives. He ignores the scattered curses and yells of the captives
as they die.

His guts are tight, but his nmovements are graceful. H s head throbs, and he can feel the
tiredness in his arms and legs. Tiny knives stab at his eyes, a remi nder that he has apparently
used chaos in fighting, although he does not specifically renmenber doing so.

"...say one thing... doesn't ask... what he won't do..."

...butcher..."
...they any better?... saw those steads... what they did here..."

Lorn has no answers, for every answer he had before the battle was wong, and so is every one
after it. He can but hope, once nore, that he has chosen the | esser of evils, and the one that
will cost Cyad the least in the years to come. But he knows that the wars with the Jeranyi have
come to Biehl, fueled by old hatreds and new Hanori an bl ades, and before |long, no matter what he
coul d have done, there will be nore raids and nore destruction, and nore deaths.

I's he but a puppet of the times? One reacting to old hatreds? O is his evil worse, because he
has the freedomto act, and has chosen to annihilate an entire force of barbarians in hopes of
preserving Cyadoran lives, when he has no way of truly knowi ng whether his actions will? And
whet her he can make the tinmes different fromwhat they woul d have been w t hout hin®

XXXVI | |

Lorn's Mrror Lancers and the District Guards ride along the north bank of the River Behl a,
westward toward Ehyla. They had traveled so far south and west in pursuing the raiders that the
dusty river-road is a far shorter return than retracing their tracks to the northeast and al ong
t he beaches woul d have been

Lorn studies the nuddy river, a good hundred cubits across, but still not nuch deeper than four
or five cubits in nost places, except for the occasional narrows where the depths may reach twenty
cubits. The willows are taller, and nore abundant, and a scattering of other trees mixes with them
al ong the bank. There are now sone woodl ots al ong the north bank, although the [ and beyond the
south bank remains flat grassland interspersed with ever nore frequent fields.

As he passes particular |andmarks, he adds themto his maps, lightly and carefully with a
charcoal stick, although he doubts he will use themagain. Wile |osing threescore-and-ten is not
unr easonabl e agai nst ei ghteenscore, the | osses are nore than have been seen in Biehl in
generations. Despite the Hanorian-forged bl ades packed on the spare and captured nounts, he has no
doubts that the outcry will be equally loud, and provide anple reason for his swift replacement.
For if he is believed-that there is a true Jeranyi danger-the Mjer-Comrander nust di spatch a nore
senior officer-and if Lorn is not, then he will be relieved to face some form of discipline.

Behind himthe lancers still nmurnur, as they have for the |ast two days, alnbst as if they
cannot bel i eve what has happened, and nust keep tal king about it.
"...still don't believe... overcaptain... nmust have slaughtered nore 'n score hinmself..."

“...did all right yerself..."

"Just let "emkill her, he did. Pretty little thing..."
Lorn wi nces, but continues to watch the river

"Got 'emall, didn't he?"

"...know... but don't seemright..."

"...let "emloose, and they'd kill nore... couldn'ta caught '"emall. You know that."

"...you saw that hanmlet... want 'em doing that to yer fol k?"

"...still don't seemright..."

After a battle such as the last, Lorn doubts anything is right. He glances to the northwest.
After two days of riding fromNhais, they still have nore than a day's ride to reach Ehyla, if not

two. And then his newest set of problens will begin.
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XXXI X

As the Mrror Lancers and the District Guards formup outside the guard building in Ehyla, a light
drizzle falls fromthe |ow gray clouds noving in off the Northern Ccean and over the River Behl a.
While the clouds are dark, and getting blacker, so far, the rain has not even wet the dust on the
road. Lorn rides to where the guard squads have reined up, and halts the chestnut before the
grizzled Wharalt.

"Ser?" The senior guard | ooks steadily at the overcaptain.

"You and your nmen did a good job-a very good job, and we could not have stopped the barbarians
wi t hout you. Some of themand you-nay ask in the future whether what we did was necessary." Lorn's
eyes hold Wharalt's. "l spent three years in the Gass Hlls, and | would judge so. | amreturning
your command to Conmander Repyl, but | will also tell himhow valiantly you all behaved. Also
under the Enperor's Code, death golds are paid to the famlies of District Guards who di e under
the command of the Mrror Lancers, It is not enough, and they will be slowin com ng, but they

will come, and that is why | asked for their nanes. | would not deny themwhat they paid for with
their lives. | would that you woul d watch for such and ensure that the fanilies receive those
golds."

"That | will, ser." Wiaralt bows his head. "Ser... even | can see what nust be done. None I|ike
it, but none will gainsay it. Many would have cost us nore, | fear. You and your |ancers took the

brunt of the attacks. And that | be telling all, ser.”
"Thank you." Lorn returns the bow, then guides the chestnut toward the building entrance.
Conmmander Repyl waits on the steps as Lorn disnounts and ties his nmount to a brass ring.
Lorn wal ks forward and bows to the commander. "Comuander Repyl, | am pl eased to return your
conpani es to your command. They have perforned valiantly and well, and your training and
organi zation are to be comended."
Repyl's nouth tightens as he takes in the nore than a score of mssing nounts and enpty
saddl es. For a time, he does not speak. "I amcertain you did your very best, Overcaptain, valiant
| ancer officer that you are, but since | was not there, would you care to explain the casualties,
Over capt ai n?"

Lorn nods. "I will. I will also send you a copy of the report | will be dispatching to the
Maj er - Conmander." He clears his throat. "W were fortunate enough to intercept a barbarian raiding
force. There were about twentyscore. They were well inside Cyad, alnpbst to Nhais when we were able

to catch themon the south bank of the river. They had already burned at | east three hanlets, a
hal fscore steads and hol dings. They killed all but a score of the people living there."

"Three haml ets?"

"You can ask your guards. Those haml ets and steads were the ones we saw. There may have been
other smaller places. W forced theminto a corner, and they refused to surrender. In fact, they

demanded that we give themall safe passage back to Jerans-or they would kill all the hostages."”
Lorn shrugs. "After all that they had killed already, | could not accede to that."
"You |l et themkill hostages?"

"We did save a handful, and those we left with friends and fanilies in Nhais."

"You gave battle, and how nany escaped?"

"None that we know of. W counted nore than ei ghteenscore dead. | had your two remaining squad
| eaders verify that. Wt also returned with all their bl ades.™

Repyl swal |l ows. "You sl aughtered ei ghteenscore?”

"I wouldn't call it a slaughter. W lost three-and-a-half score, and the |ancers |ost nearly
twice what the Guard did," Lorn says nmildly. "Nor had we nmuch choi ce when the barbarians were
headed west to sack Nhais."

"I... see."

Lorn doubts that the District Commander really does, but nods just the sane.

Repyl |owers his voice as his eyes fix on Lorn. "You knew before you left."

"I did not know," Lorn says evenly. "I thought it highly likely, but | could not prove it. If I
told anyone, people nmight have acted unwi sely. There has not been a raid here in generations, and
there will not be another soon."

"Acting such is dangerous."

"Not to act would have been nore so, Commander. And in not acting, the danger was far greater
to the people of Cyador."” Lorn's eyes are flat as he adds, "I expect | will be relieved. Sooner or
| ater, but nost possibly sooner.”

Repyl frowns. "Did you think of such before you |left?"
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"I did. But, after seeing what | sawin the Grass Hills for three years, | could see no other
choi ce. "

"Truly... truly amazing. An honest and effective overcaptain in Biehl. One who serves his |and
before hinsel f." Repyl shakes his head slowy. "You are right, Overcaptain. You not likely to
remai n here."

"I would expect not." Lorn smiles. "I wish you well with my successor if it should cone to
that. And... you did a good job training them | neant that. | will also report that | exercised
my power, and that you were nost cooperative, and that our success woul d not have been possible
wi t hout your work."

"I woul d appreciate such."

For a nonent, the two | ook at each other. Then Lorn bows. "Good day, Commuander."

"CGood day, Overcaptain."

Lorn turns and wal ks down the steps to remount the chestnut for the long ride back to the
compound at Biehl and the longer wait for his replacenment-or transfer-or disciplinary hearing,
al though he will be taking steps to ensure that a punitive discipline is unlikely, including
scrolls to his brother, parents, and Ryalth, as well as copies of his battle report to the
commanders at Assyadt, Syadtar, and |sahl, warning them of the stepped-up barbarian attacks, and
the growi ng preval ence of Hanorian weapons that he has found. He may seek other neans to ensure he
is nerely transferred to a dangerous conmand, rather than disciplined publicly-if he can think of
such.

Per haps even a report to the Hand of the Enperor, although he knows not if one so addressed
will reach the shadowy fi gure.

XL

In the quiet of the twilight, two days after returning to Biehl and after witing scores of
letters to famlies, drafting and dispatching battle reports, and persuadi ng Neabyl and Conyr to
aut henticate the nunbers and sources of captured weapons, Lorn sits at the desk in his persona
quarters, sipping a glass of Alafraan and studying the chaos-glass. He finds no other raiders
along the trails and tracks, but there is yet another Hanorian ship in the harbor at Jera.

WIIl all his efforts and all the deaths just fuel nore hatred and allow the traders to sel
nmore blades in Jera? WIIl the Mjer-Conmander have to establish outposts east of Biehl, or near
Nhais, to protect the town and Escadr and the cuprite nines?

Rel easi ng a deep breath, he lets that inage of the harbor at Jera fade, for there is little he
could do now, even were he to find another group of raiders riding through the Grass Hlls or
toward Nhais. There are none, he knows... not yet.

After another sip of Alafraan, and with a snmile, he uses the glass to take a brief |ook at a
| ady trader, who dines on the upper portico of his parents' dwelling-alone except for Jerial. The
two are | aughi ng, but the | aughs die away, as he realizes they-both of them sense the chaos-gl ass.

Abruptly, Jerial smles, and murnurs sonething, and Ryalth touches her fingers to her |ips.

Hundr eds of kays away, Lorn smiles, then releases the inage, wondering again at his consort's
sensitivity to the glass. H s eyes stare, unfocused, into the twilight, as the nmonentary warnth
the i mage of Ryalth has given him fades, and he considers again the past eightdays.

Per haps fivescore Cyadoran nen, woren, and children have died. Nearly ei ghteenscore Jeranyi
warrior raiders died because Lorn acted, and nore than threescore Mrror Lancers and District
Guar ds.

Why? Lorn can offer reasons, but the reasons nake little sense. The Jeranyi feel that |ands
t hey have not |ived upon for nore than ten generations-if not |onger-belong to them and they w sh
to kill all those who now live there. Lorn has killed those Jeranyi, for they di ed because of his
pl anning and tactics, to try to stop themfromkilling even greater nunbers of Cyadorans innocent
of anything but living where their ancestors lived.

After having seen the people who live east of Biehl, Lorn suspects many are of pure Jeranyi
bl ood, yet they are considered white denons as nmuch as he is, for all the years they and their
fanm i es have been there.

W I 1 those deaths change anything? Anything at all?

Wt hout an answer, he picks up the silver-covered book and pages through it, slowy, scanning
the lines. His lips curl ruefully as his eyes light on one of the verses that suddenly makes a
great deal nore sense to him He reads the words, softly, but al oud.

I wish that
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inthis twisted | and

there existed a prayer

as solid as ny disbelief,

or failing that,

as solid as ny
uncertainty.

Is that the job of a lancer or a magus of Cyad-to create certainty in an uncertain world? In a
wor|l d where reasons seemdistant, and insubstantial? Was that the purpose laid out by the refugees
fromthe Rational Stars for the City of Eternal Light?

Lorn slowy closes the book and | ooks out into the darkness.

XLI

Wth the indirect |ight passing through the anti que panes of the anci ent w ndows, the polished
white-oak table desk reflects the faces of Rynst and Luss as they sit across fromeach other in a
I ong and wi ndowed roomon the fifth and highest floor of the Mrror Lancer Court, the roomthat is
the inner study of the Mjer-Conmander.

Rynst | ooks at Luss, then speaks. "You are telling me that this overcaptain took the District
Guards and two conpani es of barely equi pped and half-trained Mrror Lancers and rode out for an
ei ghtday- 1| eaving the port unprotected-and anbushed and sonmehow killed nost-all of sone barbarian
rai ders no one has ever seen or heard of? And he clains that they were planning to sack the town
of Nhais, and then the vintners' warehouses at Escadr and the cuprite mnes at Dyeunf? And that
they were doing this with fresh-forged Hanori an bl ades? Is that what you are telling me, Captain-
Conmander ?"

"Yes, ser. Overcaptain Lorn insists that the barbarians were planning such. There was no proof,
of course, on which he could base his actions."

Rynst frowns, and his eyes harden

Luss's eyes drop. "He does say that he has fifteenscore of their blades in the arnory at
Bi ehl . "

"Fi fteenscore?" Rynst nods. "He has them then, for he would not dare assert such, were it not
so. Does he present any proof of such?"

"He sent a confirmation sealed by both of the Enperor's Enunerators in Biehl,'
"Fourteenscore-and- el even, exactly, and all but five with recent forge narkings."

"You did not nention that, Luss. Myst amazing, nost amazing, and you al nost had nme believing
that he had fabricated it all. Wat else did he say?" Rynst pauses, before adding, "Not that I
will not read his report nyself, after all this."

"He wote that there were nore than eighteenscore barbarians, and that he and his forces killed
themall, at the cost of three-and-a-halfscore in |ancers and guards, ser." Luss smiles blandly.
"That there were no survivors seens... unusual." Luss adds. "He did attach statenents fromall the
surviving squad | eaders, verifying the nunbers and that there were no survivors."

"Does he say why there were no survivors?"

"There is a brief statenent that survivors were not in the interest of Cyad, since there were
no outposts nearby to deal with any follow up raids that m ght occur."”

"So he and his nen killed ei ghteenscore barbarians, and he killed any captives. These
barbarians were within the boundaries of Cyador?"

"That is what the overcaptain says."

"And what says the Second Magus?" Rynst's eyebrows lift. "I amcertain you consulted him since
he is related to the overcaptain, albeit rather indirectly.”

"He says that the battle took place well west of the Grass Hills, on a river east of Nhais.
Overcaptain Lorn rode the beaches, then foll owed them down the valley, and struck them from
behi nd, we believe. H s glass indicates none of the barbarians survived."

"So... the honorable Kharl is so worried about the overcaptain that he took time to follow him
in his chaos-glass." Rynst folds his hands together, then | eans back in his chair. "Overcaptain
Lorn left no survivors, and in the mddle of nowhere, with no maps, no Magi'i, he managed to find
themand kill six for every man he |l ost? Wuld that we had nore like him?"

"He did it without authorization of any sort, ser, and then he sent copies of his battle report
to Assyadt, Inividra, Penedra, Isahl, and Syadtar. H's cover letter to those commanders suggested
that they be wary as well, since he had di scovered | arge nunbers of Hanorian-forged weapons, and
that as the commander of the port detachnment he had heard reports from nunerous captains that

Luss admits.
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weapons were being shipped to Jera."

Rynst winces. "He is clever. One could not discipline an officer who kills barbarians and
di scovers from whence cone their weapons, not w thout many officers questioning us."

"No, ser. That is why | thought you should know "

"So that the full responsibility will be mne, no doubt."

"It is always, ser."

"Perhaps we should transfer Overcaptain Lorn to a duty station where he can use his skills

doi ng what he does best." Rynst glances at Luss. "Wat think you, Captain-Conmander?"
"The overcaptain is rather good at killing barbarians, ser."
"And Bi ehl has beconme a worthy station, has it not?"
"Yes, ser."
"Perhaps Majer Brevyl should enjoy it... Sub-Mjer Lorn will report imrediately, without

furl ough or leave, to Assyadt and will be assigned conmand of the conpanies at Inividra. Ch...
make it clear that our new sub-majer is to personally command at | east sonme of the patrols. It is
what he does best. You may go and ensure this occurs as swiftly as possible.”

"Yes, ser." Luss smiles and stands.

Wat chi ng Luss depart, Rynst sniles as well.

XLl

As he sits at the desk in the adm nistration-building study, in an mdafternoon far too hot for
harvest, Lorn dips the pen in the ink and forces hinself to wite yet another line in the revised
training schedule he is developing for the late fall and early winter-if he is still in Biehl and
if he can recruit nore lancers to replace the two squads he has lost in the battle against the
Jeranyi raiders. A nost two ei ghtdays have passed since Lorn and the | ancers have returned to
Bi ehl, and the early-fall weather remains warm alnost sultry.
"Ser!" Hel kyt opens the study door w thout knocking.
"Yes?" Lorn | ooks up fromthe sheets of paper spread across his desk.
"This just cane on the firewagon, ser." Hel kyt extends a narrow package w apped in green
mrercloth-a cubit long and roughly cylindrical. "Said it had to go to you, urgent-like."
"Thank you." Lorn stands and takes the cloth-wapped package, then sets it on the desk. He
makes no effort to open it.

Hel kyt remai ns standi ng opposite the desk.

"I'"ll let you know," Lorn says softly, adding once nore, "Thank you."

"Ah... yes, ser." Helkyt bows and slips out, closing the door quietly.

Once alone inside his officer's study, Lorn stands and | ooks at the package. Finally, he
unwraps it. He looks at the set of two heavy scrolls with their green seals and ribbons, and then
at the green felt pouch as if it contains a serpent or coiled chaos.

shi

He opens the first scroll, heavily sealed and with ornate gilt lettering at the top and the
shield and |l ance enblemof the Mrror Lancers. There are few words, and while they would bring
satisfaction to many | ancer officers, they chill him

... hereby convey upon Lorn'alt of Cyad the rank of Sub-Mjer in the Mrror Lancers of Cyador, and
the role of protector and defender of the Land of Eternal Light, the Steps of Paradise... and all
benefits and duties associated there with..."

In short, he is a sub-majer, a good three to five years ahead of the nornmal pronotion patterns.
He sets aside the first scroll and breaks the green seal on the second. The second scroll is
worse, and he has to read it twi ce because his eyes skip fromline to |ine.

Sub- Maj er Lorn'alt of Cyad, you are hereby assigned as conmander, and officer in charge of the
M rror Lancer outpost at Inividra... The urgency of this comrission is such that you are ordered
to take the next available firewagon fromBiehl. You are to report to Assyadt inmmediately, and to
present yourself to Commander |kynd...As outpost comander, you will also take imredi ate comrand
of those patrols to your choosing and | ead each conpany under your command on a significant nunber
of patrols... No hone |eave or furlough period is allowable in connection with your travel and
transfer to this assignnent. Furlough and honme | eave will apply as if your new assignment were a
continuation of your present assignnent..

A third and smaller scroll is attached to his orders, and Lorn reads it in turn
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Your relief will be Mjer Brevyl, who has been detached and should already be in transit by the
time you | eave. He has been briefed on the arns situation with Jera and has received a copy of al
reports you have transmtted to the Majer-Commander. It is strongly recormmended that you take
actual command of a specific conpany..

There is a scrawl ed signature beneath the nessage: Luss'alt, Captain-Comrander

Lorn nods to himself, then laughs hunorlessly. Finally, he opens the green pouch and takes out
the triple bars, laying themon the training schedul e papers. He renoves the arched doubl e bars
fromhis uniformcollar and replaces themw th the sub-majer's insignia. Then, he stands and wal ks
to the door, opening it and stepping out. Tashqyt and Swytyl turn. The two have been talking to
Hel kyt. The senior squad | eader's eyes catch the new insignia instantly, as if he had suspected.

"Ser! Congratul ations!"”

"Congratul ati ons, ser!" echo both junior squad | eaders.

"Thank you. Thank you all." He pauses. "Tinmes... they are changing, and things are going to
change nore at Biehl. |'ve been transferred, immediately, to be the new commandi ng of fi cer at
Inividra..."

Tashqyt and Swytyl exchange gl ances, and the sharp-featured Tashqyt frowns.

Hel kyt nods slowy, as if regretfully. "They want you back to fight the barbarians."

"Your new commandi ng officer is a full majer-Mjer Brevyl. | served under himat |sahl, severa
years ago. He was a good man, and one who rewarded acconplishment, and puni shed failure.

"I have to leave on the next firewagon, and that will be the day after tonorrow. " After a

nmonent, the sub-najer adds, "I would like you to formup the nen, first thing in the norning, so
that | can address them™

"Yes, ser," Hel kyt says.

"I"ll leave the draft training schedule for Majer Brevyl. | think all the other records and
reports are current. For now, |'mgoing over to talk to Neabyl. He and the other enunerators

shoul d know. "

The squad | eaders nod, and Lorn steps back into his study to claimhis garrison cap before
heading to the stable. Wrd travels faster than does Lorn, for Chul hyr has the chestnut saddl ed
and waiting when Lorn reaches the stable.

"Ser... here she be." Chulhyr's eyes do not meet the new sub-mgjer's as he hands Lorn the
reins. "So nmuch... you been doing for the compound and Biehl... al nost seens |ike a shane that you
be going, but I'd be guessing others need you nore."

"Thank you, Chulhyr." Lorn offers a smle. "That's certainly what the Mjer-Comuander thinks.

Your new commander is Majer Brevyl, and | |learned nmuch fromhim He can be hard, but he is fair."
" '"Fair'... good words fromyou, ser."
Lorn nods again and | eads the chestnut out into the courtyard. He nounts and rides slowy out
through the gates and down the hill to the harbor-and the enunerators' buil ding.

Neabyl is in, and the two wal k back into the large roomwith the dais, where Lorn sits down on
the short side of the long table.

Neabyl takes his own place before a stack of bills of |ading and nanifests. "A new pronotion, |
see."

"Pronotion and transfer," Lorn says. "l'mbeing sent to command the outpost at Inividra."

Neabyl |aughs ruefully. "You had to be successful. Wth all the barbarian attacks, it's not a
surprise." He pauses. "Do you know who your successor is?"

"Mpj er Brevyl-a good officer. | think the Mjer-Comuander is going to have to establish nore
out posts, in places like Nhais, |I'd guess. He's gotten nmy reports, and he's likely to be cauti ous,
but it will happen.”

The wiry Neabyl brushes a hand through his fine black hair, smoothing it back off his forehead,
then fingers his chin. "You know things, Overcaptain... | nean, Sub-Mijer. O hers have to discover
them" He smiles. "What do you know that will affect ne?"

"I"'mnot certain." Lorn frowns. "There will be nore Hanorian traders going to Jera, and nore
ships here. 1'd guess there will be nmore Mrror Lancers and outposts to the east, closer to Jerans
and the northern part of the Grass Hills. Some factors and growers may protest to my successor
that I was unfair, but that will conme to little with the majer.”

"Al'l that | surm se. And what will happen in Cyad that may affect me? Do you know?"

Lorn smiles. "I can but guess. Wiy do you ask? What do you know that | should know?"

"I do not know for sure, but | received a command to provide copies of all remaining records
i nvol ving Flutak. This cane fromthe Hand of the Enperor."

Lorn frowns again. The Hand of the Enperor-the one Inperial functionary never nentioned by name-
a shadow figure who issues orders in the nane of Hs Mghtiness, and whose power is seldom
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exercised. Yet...

Lorn shakes hi s head.

"Exactly," replies Neabyl. "I have sent those records which remai ned- those approved and signed
by Flutak, especially those involving olives and a few other itens." The dark-haired enunerator
pauses. "You know that Flutak was a cousin of Bluoyal'ner, the Enperor's Merchanter Advisor, did
you not ?"

"I mght have heard that, but that was years ago, and | hadn't even thought about it. | should
have," Lorn says. "I wonder why the Hand is interested."

"I do not know, but | do not think I would be in Bluoyal's boots in this season."”

"Nor |I." Lorn laughs gently. "Wuld you |like to ride up to ny quarters so that | could present
you with a few bottles of Al afraan?"

"I could not..."

"I have no way to take nore than two or three with ne," Lorn points out, "and while | will
| eave a few for ny successor, we have been through rmuch together, and a few bottles are little
enough thanks." He stands.

Neabyl grins. "Put that way, | would not wish to see good wi ne wasted."

The two | eave the dais room Lorn for the last tine.

XLl

Lorn sits at the desk in his quarters as twilight begins to fade. Once he has thought out and
witten down his remarks to the men he will leave, Lorn turns his pen to wite the scroll to
Ryalth. Wite nost carefully he must, since he has few doubts it runs the risk of being read
somewhere al ong the way, and since he cannot wait for a trader ship.

My dearest,
You may recall that when | wote you last, after | returned fromdealing with the barbarian
i nvaders of Cyad, | thought that the Mrror Lancers would need to create nore outposts near Biehl

It woul d seemthat the Mjer-Conmander of Mrror Lancers also views matters in a sinilar way, for
| have been pronoted and, when you receive this, my well be at nmy new duty station at |nividra,
where | amto take command of the outpost..

Matters are such that | am not being granted furl ough or hone |l eave at this tine, but | have
been assured that | will receive hone | eave as woul d have applied had | renai ned at Biehl
Furl ough, | fear, is likely to be deferred.

You have offered so nuch in helping to rebuild Biehl, in so many ways, and while | know t hat
Maj er Brevyl will be grateful for what he will receive, | wish that you had been able to trave
here and see what good your efforts have brought. | hope you recall when | saw you with Jerial at

the evening neal, and will understand ny desire to see such again.

Lorn pauses. He feels as though there is nore that he needs to say, but his mind wanders, as he
considers the inplications of the cormand in his orders to personally |ead patrols-and the
inplication fromthe Captain-Commander that he take command of a specific conpany. For what
reason? Just until he is overmatched and killed? O can he find a way to use his orders to strike
at the base of the raiders as he had at Nhais, instead of driving themaway, raid after raid, as
he had at Isahl? He forces his thoughts back to the scroll

| cannot say how nuch | miss you, and how !l will regret not being there for you and our child

The words cone nore slowy as the evening darkens into night, and as his eyes blur for all too
many reasons.

Part IlIl - Lorn"alt, Inividra Sub-Majer, Mrror Lancers

XLV

Lorn steps out of the firewagon's front conpartment, glancing back at the six-wheel ed and chaos-
propel |l ed vehicle. The shimering canopy that covers the drivers reflects his image, if bul bously.
Wth a wy snile, Lorn passes through the columed portico at Assyadt. Wiile the connecting
firewagon from Chul byn runs but twice an eightday, Lorn was fortunate or unfortunate enough to
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have had to wait a single day at the changing station. There he had witten letters to his
parents, Myryan, and another to Ryalth.

Under an intense afternoon sun, a hot fall wi nd gusts around himas he reclains his tw bags
and | ooks for a carriage or sone formof transport to the headquarters conpound. There are no
carriages, and a single wagon where two nen in brown are already |oading crates fromthe
firewagon's freight conpartnent. Three lancers, one holding the reins to a riderless nount, are
wai ting on the far side of the firewagon platform

The junior squad | eader glances at Lorn, then at the shinmrering insignia on his collar. He
| ooks away, then back again. "Ser? Wuld you be Sub-Majer Lorn'alt?"

"I am" Lorn nods.

"Commander | kynd has requested that we offer you a nount, ser."

"Thank you." Lorn crosses the platformand straps his gear behind the saddl e. He nounts easily.

As he rides with the three lancers along the granite-paved street, far dryer and dustier than
those of Biehl, he |ooks around the town. Assyadt is a smaller version of Syadtar, the
headquarters town for his first assignnment at |Isahl under Majer Brevyl. Like Syadtar, Assyadt has
cl ean and square stone or white-plastered buildings, green shutters, and tile roofs. He sees none
of the slate roofs so prevalent in Biehl

The conpound is less than a kay fromthe firewagon portico, and yet is on the north edge of the
town. As in Syadtar, the gates are open, with little sign that they have ever been cl osed. The
| ancers halt outside the first building inside the walls. "This be the commander's headquarters,
ser."

Lorn disnounts, and unfastens his bags. "Thank you."

"No problem ser. Best of luck, ser."

As Lorn turns and wal ks up the steps and through the square stone arch, with his chaos-
hei ght ened hearing, Lorn catches a few whi spered renarks.

"...young for a sub-majer... really young..."

"...doesn't look like a butcher..."

The new sub-nmaj er keeps a pleasant smle on his lips as he carries his gear through the open
doubl e doors and into the foyer

"Ser!" The squad | eader behind the foyer desk is on his feet. "You nust be Sub-Mijer Lorn."

"I am" Lorn adnmits.

"Bot h Commander |kynd and Majer Dettaur would like to see you. If you would let nme tell the
commander you are here... ? Ch... you can set your gear on the bench there. 1'll be just a nonent,
ser."

Lorn has barely set his bags on the gol den oak bench and straightened his uniformas best he
can when the | anky senior squad | eader is back

"This way, ser."

Lorn foll ows the squad | eader down the short corridor and to the door on the left, and into a
study snaller than the one Lorn had as comrander at Biehl

I kynd stands as Lorn enters. He is a squarish nan, clean-shaven, with short-cut salt-and-pepper
hair and unruly and bushy eyebrows. H's black eyes survey Lorn for a | ong nonent, until the squad

| eader closes the study door. Then he grins and shakes his head. "Sub-Majer.... a pleasure to neet
t he Butcher of Nhais."

Lorn offers a rueful smile. "Ser, |I cannot say | had heard the term before."

"Sit down." Ikynd gestures to the chairs before his wi de table desk. "I'msure that you

haven't. Majer Dettaur coined it. We'll talk about that later."

Lorn seats hinmsel f, keeping a faint and pleasant snile on his |ips.

"First... congratulations. You did what nost thinking | ancer officers are trying to do on every
angel -cursed patrol." lIkynd rai ses his bushy eyebrows. "How did you manage it?"

Lorn shrugs self-deprecaringly. "Luck, having the right information at the right tine, good
| ancers, and good District Guards..."

I kynd smiles broadly, genially, before speaking. "That's a good |line for Cyad. It's horsedung
here. You want to try agai n?"

Lorn studies the commander for a |long monent. "I exploited the rules of the Enperor's Code,
i nvoked the authority of the Mjer-Comuander, found sone ol d maps and updated them used surplus
payroll to recruit and train additional |ancers, and ganbled that the information | had was
correct. | slaughtered every |ast raider because I knew no one woul d be sending any patrols after
me. It cost me half my command, a third of the guards, and the lives of fivescore Cyadorans. Is
that what you wanted to hear, Conmander?"

I kynd nods. "Alnpst." The smile returns. "How did you know the barbarians were even there?"

"I wasn't totally sure," Lorn lies, "but |I knew that the Hanorians were |anding scores and
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scores of blades, and the tradi ng captains had heard that the raiders were going to strike where
they never had before. To nme, that nmeant the area east of Biehl. | told everyone that | needed the
maneuvers for training and to test the District Guards. If | hadn't found the raiders, that's all
that woul d have been known-and |'d have been able to recommend a conpany's worth of |ancers for
transfer to the Grass Hills." Another shrug follows. "Once we left the north beaches, the snoke
was an obvi ous sign to anyone who'd done patrols in the Grass Hills, and we just followed them

until | could trap them"

"I ngeni ous-and dangerous," observes the comuander. "You were a captain under Brevyl, weren't
you?"

"Yes, ser."

"You don't have to say, but what was his opinion of you?"

Lorn's eyes are hard as he fixes themon the senior officer. "Ser, he said | was one of the
best captains he ever had, that | got nore out of my men with fewer | osses than anyone, and that
he'd never |iked me and probably never woul d."

I kynd | aughs, a deep rolling chuckle. Then he shakes his head. "Ad Gind 'Emand Gut 'Em..
al ways naking sure a conplinment has a thorn init."

Lorn waits.

"You' ve got both kinds of guts, Lorn. The kind that'll risk telling the truth when people don't
want to hear it, and the kind to take on a job everyone | ooks the other way on. My orders for you
are sinmple. Gve you Inividra, and nmake sure you |l ead a conpany as often as any buck captain. Gve
you adequat e support, but nothing special, and keep you here until you do sonething stupid enough

to get killed.” The commander's lips curl. "And ny second-in-comuand, the nost honorabl e
Dettaur'alt, with all his connections in Cyad, is sitting on his nost esteened runp, ready to
report to the Captain-Commander if | deviate fromthose orders. Even if |I'd never net you, | think

I'd respect you for the class of your enem es. My respect won't help you nmuch, not with everyone
| ooki ng over ny shoul der."

Lorn nods. "I think |I understand.”

"Do you?"

"Not so nmuch as you do, | think, but enough."” Lorn pauses. "Wat are the limts of what | can
do?"

"You're the outpost commander. So long as you kill lots of barbarians, and you kill nore than
four for every man you lose, | can replace your lancers seasonally. If you lose a lot, regardl ess

of the barbarian kills, that will depend on the Mjer-Commander, though, because we only hold
about acconpany here in Assyadt in reserve for the unexpected. You drop below three kills for
every lost lancer, and the Captain-Commander, through your friend Dettaur, will have you out for
sonme trunped-up disciplinary action."

Al of what Ikynd says is the truth, but Lorn can sense, alnobst w thout truth-reading the
officer, that there is nore, far nore, |left unsaid.

"How far can | take patrols?" Lorn asks warily.

"The patrol jurisdictions are on the nmaps-so far as the | ands of Cyador go. Stay out of the
ot her outposts' Cyadoran patrol lands. If you want to risk going into Jeranyi territory, | don't
care-just so long as you bring back your nen, and there aren't too many |ancer bodies |eft behind.
And there aren't any District CGuards to conscript."”

"What about firel ances and recharges?"

"We're down to three, perhaps four recharges a season."

Lorn w nces visibly.

"It's tight and getting tighter, Sub-Mjer."

"Mount s?"

"Those shouldn't be a problem Before he |left yesterday, Sub-Mjer Kysken reported that he had
twoscore extra from captures.”

"Officers and compani es?"

"You have five conpanies at full strength. Two undercaptains, and three captains. You rate an
overcaptain, but you won't get him not for several seasons, at l|least."

"What sort of raids is the area taking?"

"The nunbers aren't nuch different than before. Say two raids every three eightdays in your
territories. The difference is that the raiding parties are larger."

"More bl ades," Lorn suggests.

"Coul d be. Could be anything."

Lorn catches the off-bal ance feel of the response, but nerely nods. "Is there anything el se of
special inportance to you that | should know, ser?"
The genial snile reappears. "I don't like reading |ong and puffed-up reports. | liked your
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battle report. Keep themlike that, and we'll be on the same step."

"Yes, ser."

Abruptly, Ikynd stands. "Not much nore to say. Dettaur's study is across the corridor. Good
luck. "

Lorn stands and bows. "Thank you, ser."

As I kynd watches with an anused smile, Lorn opens the door and departs.

He crosses the corridor and steps into Dettaur's imracul ate and snaller study. The taller man
smles and stands, slowy, from behind his study desk. Several stacks of papers are set on the
| eft side, although Dettaur does not seemto have been readi ng them

"You | ook good, Lorn."

"So do you." Lorn smiles. "And you' ve nade Mjer."

"Last season." Dettaur notions to a chair and reseats hinself. "You' ve nmet with the conmander.
What did you think?"

"He's very direct,"” Lorn observes as he sits down.

Dettaur nods. "He hides as rmuch as he reveals, but he never lies. You present a real problem
for him He likes officers who kill barbarians-he was born in Syadtar-and you are obviously quite
good at that." The mmjer smles. "You have also created a certain unrest, shall we say, in Mrror
Lancer headquarters."

"By killing Jeranyi who were nurdering people all across the countryside?" Lorn raises his
eyebr ows.

"No. By using the powers of a senior |ancer commander to clean up the dirty little bribery
ganes of the Enperor's Enunerators, to conscript the District Guards, and to call attention to how
badly the Mrror Lancers had run the port conpound by managing to double its size and turn it back
into a fighting unit wi thout costing Cyador a single additional gold." Dettaur shakes his head
slowy. "There is such a thing as being too effective, Lorn. | haven't forgotten the [ esson you
gave me when we were in school. | knowit was you." A smile follows. "That is history, and we have
a job to do here."

"W do. What do you suggest?"

Dettaur purses his lips as if thinking, although Lorn knows that Dettaur has his response
prepared. "Be careful. You're going to be here a long tinme. The conmander can't give you any nore

support than any other outpost, and Inividra takes the nost raids of all. W've also been told to
expect fewer firelance recharges-sonething about the Accursed Forest chaos-towers."

Lorn nods.

"You were right about the Hanorian blades. At least, | think you were, and that's why the

Jeranyi raiding parties will get bigger. Wen they get enough bl ades, nore will go eastward, and
Syadtar's outposts will see bigger raids then, too."

"While we have fewer firelances," Lorn says.

"Exactly. That's being a | ancer."

Except Dettaur won't be out |eading patrols, Lorn reflects silently.

"And don't expect any brilliant tactics to get you out of here. It won't happen.”

The sub-mmj er senses both the partial lie and the other's unease with the statenment, but only
replies, dryly, "I've noticed that already."

"You woul d. You're here. |'ve never seen you nake the sane m stake tw ce."

"I try to avoid that."

"Good." Dettaur gestures vaguely toward the open wi ndow. "You can have the senior officer's
visiting quarters tonight, and your pick of any nount in the stable that's free. In the norning,
you'll take your own replacenents out to Inividra. It's a good two-day ride to the northwest."

Lorn laughs. "Like all outposts."

Dett aur stands.

So does Lorn

"There's one other thing, Lorn."

"Yes, ser?"

"Ah, you anticipated ne. That's right. But best you al so renenber that what you do reflects on
the commander and me. So if you do well, so do we." Dettaur smles.

"Then I'1l have to do well, ser." Lorn understands that all too well. If he fails, it will be

his fault, and if he succeeds, Dettaur will claimcredit. And with Dettaur witing the fina
reports, and all couriers going through Assyadt, Lorn has yet another problem

"I"'msure you will, and good luck, if | don't see you later." Dettaur flashes a |ast false
smle, yet one nore sincere to Lorn than nmany.

Lorn wal ks out of Dettaur's study and through the foyer to reclaimhis gear. He has a long ride
to Inividra, and a great deal to consider in an extrenely short tinme, contrary to what Dettaur has
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urged. It is nost clear that, if he does not act quickly-somehowhe will end up being slowy
constricted into an inpossible situation. Yet if he acts too quickly, he will not have the support
of his nen and enough know edge to succeed.

It is also obvious that the commander and the majer dislike each other, that both lie in
different ways, and that they can be trusted only so far as their own self-interests will take
them Not hing has changed with Dettaur since he left Cyad to become a Mrror Lancer officer years
before, except that he has become nore adept in using others.

As Lorn lifts the bags, before asking for directions to his tenporary quarters, he |aughs.

The seni or squad | eader |ooks up. "Ser?"

"Just thinking, Squad Leader. Wiich way to the senior-officer visiting quarters?"

"Third building back. The second set of steps. They're unlocked and the key hangs behind the
door, ser."

"Thank you." Still smling, Lorn turns toward the outer double doors of the headquarters
bui | di ng.

XLV

Lorn rides beside Yusaet, the senior squad | eader being dispatched to Inividra as a replacenent
squad | eader for the Fifth Conpany there. Yusaet is fair-haired, alnopst boyish-appearing, except
for gray eyes that are as cold as the iron of a barbarian blade. The noontine post-harvest sun
beats down on themas they |ead the colum through the narrow swale that enters the vall ey hol ding
t he out post.

"...still another five kays," notes Yusaet.
"They nostly herders in the valley?"
"Sheep... sone goats, sone cattle, and some do nothing except offer their daughters for the

anusenment of the |ancers.”

Lorn winces. "That is not good."

"What can one do, ser? The duty is hard; the nen are lonely; nobst have no consorts, and nmany
will not live to have such. As for the peasants, and they are such, their daughters are al so
livestock, for many are no different fromthe Jeranyi. They | ook the sane, and they act the sane,
save our peasants obey the Enmperor's Code, even if we nust enforce it with a firelance or a
cupridi um bl ade. "

"Years ago, | was told that the raids near Inividra were the worst in the fall. Do you know if
this remains so?"

Yusaet gestures over his shoulder, at the colum of threescore replacenent |ancers, and the
five wagons behind that carry recharged firel ances and rations.

Lorn |l aughs. "There could be that many going to Penedra."

"Nearly so many, but not quite, ser."

"It's getting worse."

"I would judge that be so."

For a tine, both nen are silent, and the sounds that fill the valley are the nurnurs of
| ancers, the hiss and whisper of the hot wind across browni ng grasses, the nuffled cl opping of
hoofs on the hard and dusty road, and the creaking of the wagons.

As they near the outpost at the northeastern end of the valley, Lorn studies it with care. The
compound at Inividra could have been a duplicate of that at Isahl, except that it is set upon a
broader hill, rather than enclosing one with its walls, and that the valley in which the conpound
is set is narrower, with nore rugged and drier-looking hills to north and east.

The outpost is at the east end of the long valley. The outer sunstone walls are a good ei ght
cubits high and enclose corrals and barns. The inner wall contains, as at |sahl, the arnory and
several |ong barracks-all built of stone and roofed in tile. There is also a raised water cistern
and a spring, with protective walls running fromthe spring to the arnory.

Lorn guides the big white gelding northward onto the short road toward to the conpound gates.
As at Isahl, four guards hold the gates-two standi ng outside and two above them on the | ow
parapets. Al four watch as Yusaet, Lorn, and the replacenent |ancers approach

Wth a nod to the senior squad | eader, Lorn eases the gelding forward toward the two fresh-
faced [ ancers who stand by the open gates. "Sub-Mjer Lorn, reporting to take conmand."

"Yes, ser." Both stiffen at his words and at the sight of the triple bars on his uniform
collar. So do the pair on the | ow parapets.

Once inside both the outer wall and, a third of a kay farther north, the inner one, Lorn guides
the gelding to the right, toward the square tower he feels he knows, even though he has never seen
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it. He disnounts a dozen cubits fromthe square-arched doorway and ties the gelding to the unused
hitching post. He | eaves his gear on his nount for the nonent.

The single guard standing in a narrow patch of shade inclines his head. "Ser!"

"Sub- Maj er Lorn, Lancer."”

"Lancer Wit, ser."

"Who is the senior staff squad | eader here?"

"That be Nesnyl, ser. Inside, ser."

"Thank you."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn steps into the tower and takes several steps along the dinmer inner corridor as his eyes
adj ust.

A senior squad | eader appears fromthe back corridor. H's eyes w den

"You're Nesnyl? |I'm Sub- Maj er Lorn."

"Yes, ser." Nesnyl is slender, brown-haired and bal ding. His brown eyes survey Lorn rapidly.
"How woul d you like to proceed, ser?"

"Let's see the study, and get my gear and put it soneplace, and then I'd |ike to neet sone
peopl e. "

Nesnyl nods and turns. Lorn follows a half-dozen steps past the narrow table that is Nesnyl's
duty station.

The study is not large for an officer who commands an outpost as large as Inividra, for the
roomis less than fifteen cubits by ten, and contains but a table desk, a single scroll case, the
wooden arnthair behind the desk, and four arm ess straight-backed wooden chairs that face the
desk. Hi gh wi ndows on the wall behind the desk offer the sole source of outside light, although
two wall sconces contain unlit oil |anps.

Lorn shakes his head, renmenbering how Maj er Brevyl had pointed out that the nost dangerous
out post was "lnividra in the fall."

"You can see, ser. Everything is ready for you."

"First, I'd like to neet all the officers who aren't on patrol."
"Ah... none are, ser. They were ordered to stand by for you."
"There are five, then, three captains and two undercaptai ns?"
"Yes, ser."

The sub-maj er nods. "Were are ny quarters?"

"Up above here. There's a back stair."

"All right. I'Il unload ny gear, and leave it there, while you sunmon the officers.”

"As you wi sh, ser." Nesnyl follows Lorn down the corridor and out into the hot harvesttine
af t er noon.

The senior squad | eader wal ks across the courtyard toward the barracks building that hol ds the
officers' quarters and the large officers' study.

Lorn unfastens his bags from behind the gelding s saddle, and then carries them back past the
sentry, into the tower, and along the short back corridor to the rear staircase. He has to put one
bag in front of himand one behind himto make his way up to the next |evel

As Nesnyl had said, the conmander's quarters are in the upper |evel of the square tower, above
his official study. They are also far smaller than those at Biehl, conprising but a snmall Kkitchen
with an eating area, an equally small study, and a bedchamber barely | arge enough for the doubl e-
wi dth bed and a narrow arnoire.

Lorn sets his bags at the foot of the bed, extracts his orders and the few docunments and
reports he has brought, and heads back down the steps to his study.

He has barely set his orders and papers on the table desk when the senior squad | eader returns.

"They will all be here shortly, ser." Nesmnmyl bows.

"CGood. Once they're all here, showthemin, if you would."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks around the study. The built-in shelves are nostly enpty, except for a worn copy of
the Enmperor's Code, the thin Mrror Lancer manual, and several other volunmes he does not
recogni ze, including one entitled The Navigator. He picks it up, leafs through the pages, and sets
it aside. Then he opens the first footchest on the left. It contains patrol reports- those of the
Fi rst Conpany. He smiles. There are six footchests lined against the back wall, and he can guess
the contents of five. He noves to the one at the right end. It contains accounts of supplies,
mounts, provisions, firelances. Lorn closes it. Those records he will need to study.

Thr ap.

Lorn | ooks up at the gentle knock. "Yes?"

"The officers are here."
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"Have them conme in." Lorn stands behind his desk as the five file in. Then he waits for Nesnyl
to depart and close the study door. He remains standing. "I'm Sub-Mjer Lorn. If you would each
i ntroduce yourself so that | can put a nane to a face, |'d appreciate it."

"Captain Ensahl..."

"Captain Cheryk..."

"Captain Esfayl..."

"Undercaptain Rhalyt..."

"Undercaptain Quytyl..."

Lorn | ooks over the five. Two of the three captains-Emsahl and Cheryk-are veterans, ol der than
he is, clearly. Esfayl |ooks to be newy pronoted to captain, while Rhalyt and Quytyl are recent
undercaptains. In short-two conpetent senior captains, one captain that nmight have pronise, and
two under capt ai ns who need wat chi ng.

"I''mnot the kind who keeps nuch hidden," Lorn says. "So... since |'msure there are runors
about me, 1'll fill in the details. I'"'mfromCyad. My first three-year tour was at |sahl, under
Maj er Brevyl. Then came a tour on the northeast ward-wall of the Accursed Forest. W had the
dubi ous distinction of handling nore creatures and tree-falls than all the other three conpanies
conbi ned over that period. After that, | was commander of the port detachnent at Biehl, and in
charge of rebuilding it fromless than a conpany to nore than two. W were the ones who di scovered
the first Jeranyi raiding party trying to go through that part of the Grass Hlls. They had
ei ght eenscore. W had two | ancer conpanies and two District Guard conpani es. They | ost al
ei ghteenscore, we lost a conmpany and a half." Lorn smles. "Wen the Mjer-Comrander found out,
fromwhat we captured, that Hanorian bl ades were being traded into Jera, | was transferred here.”

Lorn | ooks over the five. The gray-bearded Ensahl nods. Cheryk fingers his |ong and pointed
chin. The curly-haired Esfayl tries to conceal a frown. The red-haired Rhalyt and the whip-thin
Quytyl nerely | ook wi de-eyed.

"Captain Esfayl," Lorn says quietly. "You | ook concerned."
"Ah... no, ser."
Lorn can sense the lie. "Don't lie to ne. | won't pull it out of you, not here, but I can tel

when you are.”
The pale gray eyes of the veteran Cheryk narrow, and Lorn neets themand sniles before

speaking. "We're likely to receive the brunt of the attacks fromthe barbarians, and I'll be
changi ng patrol assignments. You'll probably find yourself riding fewer patrols, but on those you
do ride, you'll find nore barbarians.” His smle broadens slightly. "And |I'm sure you' d want to

know that | will be directing patrols in person, not fromthe safe confines of Inividra."

"Ser..." ventures Ensahl, his voice slow and al nost drawing. "Sone had said that you'd be
relieving a patrol commander or shuffling us around so that the five of us commanded four
conpani es and you handled the fifth."

Lorn shakes his head. "I don't feel that's a good idea. You know your conpanies, or you shoul d,
and you will"-his eyes fix on Rhalyt and Quytyl-"and |I'll need that experience and know edge if
we're all to come through the next year with as few casualties as possible.”

The two ol der captains exchange puzzl ed | ooks.

"Don't believe all the runors. The truth is that | was brought here to be a hands-on field
conmmander. That part is true. But |I'mnot taking over anyone's conmpany. That's bad policy and
wor se tactics.

"Now... I'd like to meet with each of you individually, one at a time, in order of seniority.
You' re the nost senior, Enmsahl?"

"Yes, ser."

"Then you have the honor. If the rest of you would stand by out in the front foyer... ?"

Once the four others have left and the door shuts, Lorn motions for the gray-bearded captain to
sit, then takes the chair behind the desk. It creaks as he sits. He laughs, softly, then | ooks at

Enmsahl . "Do you have any questions you didn't want to raise in front of the others?"
Enmsahl | ooks stolidly at the front of the desk, his eyes not quite nmeeting Lorn's. Lorn waits.
"Ser... what they call you... lancers don't like to think they're blade fodder." The captain

| ooks down.

"A few officers have called me 'the Butcher of Nhais' or sone such. Is that the nane you
hear d?"
Enmsahl nods.

Lorn offers a wintry snile. "You can check anywhere, from Majer Brevyl on... | |ose fewer
| ancers than any other officer for the nunber of kills and battles. I've lost a few nore than sone
conpani es, but nany ot her conpanies, facing the nunbers ny forces have, |ost nore-a great dea
nmore. | slaughtered all eighteenscore barbarians. They'd already killed fivescore nen, wonen, and
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children, and you know what they did to the girls and wonmen in the ham ets they sacked before we
got them | had themall killed because | couldn't keep ny forces that far fromBiehl and | wanted
to make sure that it was awhile before they could send another raiding party."” Lorn pauses, sees
t he unspoken next question, and answers. "I fight. | don't command fromthe rear. You'll see."

Ensahl nods slowy. "Hoped it was sonething like that. You're not a |ancer born, ser?"

"No, and ny consort-1 have one-is a merchanter." Before Ensahl can pursue those lines, Lorn
asks, "Wat do you think our biggest problemw || be?"

"Not enough firel ance charges... and too many raiders attacking each conpany."

Lorn nods. "W may start using two conmpani es on each patrol."

"Wth you in charge?”

"Yes. If the barbarians are raiding in larger groups, then they can't be in as nany pl aces,
either."

"You make that work, ser... lot of lancers be glad to see it."

"We' |l nmake it work." Lorn pauses. "Anything el se?"

"No, ser."

"I'f you have things you see... or suggestions, | listen. Renenber that." Lorn stands. "If you'd

have Cheryk come in..."

Ensahl snmiles briefly. "Yes, ser.”

Lorn goes through a sinmilar process with each of the officers, and the comments of the others
are little different fromthose of Enmsahl. They have obvi ously been sharing concerns and worries
while waiting for him At the end of the afternoon, for the nost part, his initial assessnents of
each have changed little. He hopes that is because of the accuracy of those assessnents, but only
time will verify or disprove his judgnent.

XLVI

The Enperor sits on the | ess nmassive malachite and silver throne that graces the snaller audience
chanmber. Behind his right shoulder, in her chair, sits his consort. Before him stands Bl uoyal ' ner,
the Emperor's Merchanter Advisor. Save for the guards, and a senior |nperial Enunerator in blue
and green, with the gold slashes on his sl eeves, who stands by one of the guards by the door, no
others grace the chanber.

"You sunmoned ne, Your M ghtiness?" The Merchanter Advisor's voice is clear and firm and a
faint smle follows his words.

"I did." The Enperor Toziel leans forward in the mal achite-and-silver throne. "Did you not
affirmthat you woul d support the Enperor's Code, Bl uoyal' ner?"
"Yes, Your M ghtiness." Bluoyal's eyes do not neet the Enperor's.
"It has come to ny attention... and to the attention of the Hand, as well... There is a
ative of yours, sone sort of cousin. |I believe his name is Flutak..."
"I amnot certain | could recall all those who claimne as cousin, Your M ghtiness."
"Perhaps not, but you should recall this cousin. The Enperor's Enunerators visited your trading
house this norning, at the request of the Hand." Toziel nods, and the senior enunerator in
of ficial blue and green, steps forward and hands several sheets of paper to the Enperor. The
Enperor takes themwi th a faint smle, then continues. "These sections of |edgers offer that your
house has paid a nunber of golds to a representative in Biehl." The Enperor nods, this tinme toward
the guard by the rear door, who opens it.

The First Magus steps through the doors to the audi ence chanber and wal ks forward, to stand
several paces to the left of the Merchanter Advisor

A thin sheen of perspiration is beginning to formon Bluoyal's forehead.

"I trust you will not mind the observation of the First Mgus," suggests Toziel nmildly.

"No, sire."

"According to your own enunerators, your house does not have a representative in Biehl. Yet the
| edgers show a nunber of paynments to such a representative. Do you deny such?"

Bl uoyal's eyes flicker fromthe Enperor to the First Magus before he speaks. "There may have
been such paynents, sire, if the | edgers show such."

"Did you know about these paynents?"

"Yes, sire." The voice of the Merchanter Advisor is resigned, flat.

"Were those paynents nade to this cousin of yours, this Flutak?"

"Yes, sire.”

"Were they nade for the purpose of obtaining lower tariffs on goods | anded at Biehl ?"

"They were nade for his services, sire."

re
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Toziel frowns, pausing. "Precisely what services did you require of the senior Enperor's
Enunerator in Bi ehl?"

"H s assistance in assuring that cargoes were handl ed quickly and well, sire.
remai ns calm

"Are you suggesting that the tariffing is not handl ed quickly and well w thout such gratuities?
O that your cousin is corrupt enough that he must be paid by the Enperor's Merchanter Advisor to
do his duty nost properly?"

"Al'l is sonetinmes not as it should be, sire.”

"That is nost certainly true. Especially in this case." Toziel's eyes, ringed with black, focus
on the nerchanter. "Do you deny that you bribed a senior enunerator, even while you serve as the
Enperor's Merchant er Advi sor?"

"I did not ask for special treatment for the house, sire." Sweat has begun to darken the
arnpits of Bluoyal's tunic, and the shinmrering haze on his forehead is nore pronounced.

"Did you bribe him yes or no?"

Bl uoyal gl ances sideways at Chyenfel, who continues to watch the Merchanter Advisor. "Yes,
sire... but without ill intention."

Bl uoyal ' s voice

"At times, Bluoyal," Toziel says quietly, "intention does not matter. You are hereby dism ssed
as the Emperor's Merchanter Advisor. Your dismissal will be conveyed to the Traders' Council, and
to all the clanless traders as well, along with the reasons for nmy action. | will request three

candi dates fromthe Council to consider for the next Enperor's Merchanter Advisor."

Bl uoyal drops his head.

"You nmay go." Toziel's words are |ike ice.

Toziel waits until both Chyenfel and Bluoyal have |eft the chanber before rising. The Enpress
foll ows himback to her salon, where he sits, carefully and slowy, upon the white divan. For a
time, he does not speak.

"You disliked replacing Bluoyal ," Ryenyel finally says.

"I would that | had not been required to do such,” he replies. "Not at this tinme."

"All the nerchanter houses have such arrangenents somewhere, ny dear,"” offers Ryenyel

"I know.... the larger ones, at least, and were | to act against all who do such, | would have
no nerchanters, or rebellion and chaos upon nmy hands." Toziel shrugs tiredly. "Yet... when it is
spread all over the Palace of Eternal Light... and across Cyad, that my own nerchanter advisor has
corrupted the senior enunerator of a port... ?"

"You must act. And you did." Ryenyel smiles sadly. "I |iked Bluoyal, but unless he flees

quickly, he will perish in the dark. He has made enem es, and he has no protection now. "

The Enperor lowers his head, and massages the tight muscles in his neck with his |eft hand.
"Who will they send ne as candi dates?"

"VWanat' mer, Veljan'ner, and either Tasjan' ner, or nore probably, one of the |lesser clan heads,
per haps Kernys' mer or another."

"The | ady trader?"

Ryenyel shakes her head. "Ryalor House is far too recent, too small, and too untested. And the
traders woul d not advance a woman."
"If those be the candidates..." Toziel shakes his head. "Vyanat'mer is the one | nust choose."

"That is why those will be the candidates," prophesies the Enpress. "After this and all the
schem ng, none of the nmerchanters will trust Bluoyal's clan, especially if Denys'ner is his
successor. Few outside the merchanters will trust Tasjan and the Dyjani, not with the greenshirts
Sasyk trains. The Jekseng and Kysan are too weak..."

"Wanat's house will also act with nore care.”

"One trusts so. For a tine."

Toziel nods slowy. "Is it not always so?"

The Enpress smiles sadly.

XLVI |

Third Conpany, with Enmsahl and Lorn riding in the van, makes its way through a warmdrizzle nore
i ke summer than of fall, and along a narrow track that turns northwest as it rises out of a w de
flat valley. A good two kays behind the colum, and behind the last riders of Quytyl's Fifth
Conpany, lie the bernms and barns of another small hamlet, and scattered fields already harvested

The scouts ride a good three kays ahead, over the crest of the | ow pass between hills.

"Do you think we'll see barbarians?" asks Ensahl. "Wth a force this |arge?"

"W'll see them" replies Lorn. "They're less and less afraid of Mrror Lancers. That could be
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because they're getting nore and better blades from Hanor."

Lorn is careful not to conment directly on what he knows, although he has studied the chaos-
glass, in his private quarters, and has found two raiding parties in the Gass Hlls. One was
angling nore toward the territories protecting Penedra, the other clearly headed for a hamet to
the northwest of Inividra-one with | ower berns-and nore cattle-and farther fromthe nornmal raiding
patterns. And that is the one toward which he and the two conpanies ride.

"You brought back such blades, it is said."

"Over fourteenscore. | left themin the armory at Biehl, but | had the Enperor's Enunerator
there attest to their nunbers. Mdst had Hanorian forge marks. A few were Brystan."

"You have reduced the nunber of patrols in each eightday," Ensahl probes gently.

"I think you'll find that we will be just as effective with the newer patrol patterns and
| arger forces." While Lorn is using the chaos-glass to target his patrols, he dares not explain
but one advantage of being conmander is that he does not have to explain-except to |Ikynd and
Dettaur-and neither can ask that often or that directly unless they come to Inividra, and Lorn
suspects that will be highly unlikely in the near future.

"That is true," observes Ensahl, lapsing into silence.

Lorn blots the danp rain fromhis forehead and readjusts his garrison cap. Tonorrow and the
barbarians-will come soon enough.

XLVI T

Ahead of the columm of lancers is a long, lowrise that leads to the next of the endl ess valleys
in the southwestern reaches of the Grass Hills. The drizzle of the previous day has been repl aced
with a clear green-blue sky and a chill breeze out of the north that reflects the season. Lorn
touches the fully charged firelance in the holder before his right knee, just to ensure it renains
charged for the task ahead. They should be nearing the raider force, but the scouts have not seen
anyt hi ng yet.

As he straightens, he looks to his left at Captain Ensahl. "How have you been facing the
bar bari ans?" Lorn asks. "How wi de a front?"

"Four - abreast."

"Staggered or in colums?"

"Usually in colums.”

"When it's right, we'll try a staggered approach that's five-abreast, and |'d |ike each |ancer
in the second and fourth lines with his nmount's nose alnost to the runp of the lancers in the
first and third lines. | want themto use the shortest firelance bursts they can. If they don't

hit a raider, then they need to aimagain."
Enmsahl frowns.

"I know... they're used to swinging the lance... but if they swing |lances now, they won't have
any chaos left in their lances by the end of this patrol." Lorn snmles ruefully. "And they'll say
that they'll be dead so that it won't matter."

Ensahl |aughs, the ironic sound of one veteran to another

"Tell themto try it on the first burst," Lorn suggests. "Then they can swing the |ance, but
try to do it in bursts."

"That... that they might try... especially if | tell themthat anyone who exhausts his |ance
before the battle is over will be in the first rank for the rest of the season.”

Both officers ook up as a scout rides up fromthe trail on the right side of the columm, then
turns his nount toward them

Lorn keeps riding as the nessenger guides his nmount around and up beside the sub-ngjer.

"You were right, ser. Barbarians... they be entering the valley ahead. Ei ghtscore, mayhap nine-
," says the scout. "They carry the large blades in their shoul der harnesses, and bl ades |i ke
sabres at their waist."

Ei ght score-and Lorn has tenscore Mrror Lancers in all of Inividra. He snmles. "How are they
riding. What sort of colum?"

"Two- abreast, ser. Mist run back near-on a quarter-kay. They be riding slowlike, real steady."

Lorn nods to the lancer scout. "Fall in behind us for a bit."

"Yes, ser."

"Let's try sonething." Lorn smles grimy at Enmsahl. "They don't know we're sending out two
conpani es together yet."

"No, ser."

"Quytyl and | will lead Fifth Conpany over the ridge-the way the scout cane. There's a woods
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along the other side.... scrub oaks, but enough for cover..."
Enmsahl frowns. "There be that, as |I recall, but..."
"l have good naps,"” Lorn says quickly. "We'll sweep out of the oaks as they conme by and hit
themon the run with the firelances. Then we'll cone charging back along the road. You have Third

Conpany |ined up on the upper slope right about there..." Lorn gestures toward the right side of
the sl ope ahead. "First, people forget to | ook up, and even if they do, they have to conme uphill."
Ensahl nods. "That might work."

"I'f they have scouts, you'll have to nake sure they don't escape to warn them" Lorn shrugs.
"And if the ones we attack don't follow, we don't |ose anyone because we'll only conme cl ose enough
to be in lance range. W're bound to kill or wound sone of them If they do follow, your nen wll
be steady enough to get nore, and the hill will allow you to charge down if you have to."

That gets a second nod fromthe veteran. "M ght get 'em nad enough to ride hard."

"Let's hope so. You set up your nen, and |'ll take care of Fifth Conpany."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn rides back along the columm to Quytyl. Several |ancers watch carefully as he passes.

"...got that look.... barbarians sonewhere near..."

"...hope he's as good as they say..."

Quytyl looks up fromtalking with his senior squad | eader, Yusaet, as the undercaptain sees
Lorn approach.

"Ser." The undercaptain bows his head.

Yusaet starts to rein back his nmount.

Lorn gestures for himto remain. "I need both of you and your other squad | eader, Undercaptain.
There's a colum of barbarians entering the next valley. W're going to attack and set up an
ambush. Call in your squad | eaders."

"I'I'l get Syldn," Yusaet offers, and eases his nmount away.

"Halt the conpany. W won't be taking the road rmuch farther anyway."

"Fifth Conpany! Halt! Columm halt!" Quytyl raises his arm

As the lancers rein up, the painfully-thin undercaptain again turns to Lorn and asks, "How
many ?"

"Ei ght score, maybe nine-."

"Yes, ser." Despite his affirmation, the undercaptain's eyes carry nuch doubt.

"Don't worry, Quytyl. That's ny task. Yours is to get your conpany where it kills barbarians."

Yusaet returns with Syldn, the junior squad | eader, and Lorn notions theminto a nounted
semcircle facing himon the road, and begins to explain once nore, ending with, "...we don't want
anyone to slow down or use a sabre. Use quick bursts on the | ances, and then ride |ike the black

angel s were chasing you... just over the hill. Then we'll re-formfive-abreast blocking the road."
"WIl we have tinme, ser?" questions Yusaet.
"We'll have time, because Third Conpany will be on the hillside, waiting for the raiders after
we ride by." O so Lorn hopes.

He notions to the trail that winds up the slope and turns the bay gelding toward it.

"Follow the majer!" Quytyl orders.

"Up the trail, after the officers!”

As Lorn leads the Fifth Conpany, he cannot hel p but wonder if he will ever survive to be a ful
maj er, but he pushes the thought away, glancing back to his left to watch as Emsahl noves his
| ancers along the road to set up the anbush

The gel ding steps sideways, jolting Lorn, and he is forced to concentrate on the goat path that
he has chosen. While he thinks they are headed where his maps show they can nount a flying attack
screeing froma distance and riding over rough hillsides are not the same thing. Not at all.

The conpany winds its way up along the trail taken by the scout, and Lorn worries about the
sl ow progress through the creosote bushes. When they near the ridgeline, and the first scattered
scrub oaks, he listens, and tries to use his chaos-senses to detect any thing before them but the
ridge area remains quiet.

The scrub oaks-sone of their |eaves red and ready to drop, the rest showi ng signs of winter-
gray-cover the top of the ridge, beginning near the top of the goat path that the | ancers foll ow.
Once they are on the side, Lorn |eads the conpany along the ridgeline until he finds the streanbed
he has seen in the glass, and they follow that dry stream downhill another kay.

The scrub oaks are thinning, and the road is in sight-no nore than half a kay away across the
browni ng grass-but not the raiders. Despite a trip that has seened intermnably long to Lorn
Fifth Conpany appears to have reached the end of the valley before the raiders.

Lorn holds up his armand reins up where they remain slightly higher than the narrow trail that
is perhaps a half a kay downhill. The | ancers are shielded by the scrub oaks, so much so that only
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the portion of the road |l eading south and to Lorn's left is visible. Slowy, the lancers halt.

The sub-majer turns to Quytyl. "Have themre-formtwo-abreast. We'll wait until the barbarians
have ridden just past us." He pauses, then adds, "And tell the nen to be quiet."

Quytyl eases his mount back and offers orders in a | ow voice. Shortly, he returns, reining up
beside Lorn. Slowy, the murnurs die away, and the only sounds are those of the breeze ruffling
drying | eaves on the oaks and whi spering through the knee-high grass around the |ow trees. An
occasi onal whuffing comes from one nmount or anot her

The breeze picks up, and then dies away, and still the lancers wait.

Then there is the faintest of sounds, and Lorn watches as two scouts- or what pass for such-
ride past the scrub oaks, continuing southwest w thout |ooking back, and starting up the slope
toward the | ow pass beyond which are stationed Ensahl and his Third Conpany.

The lancers wait once nore, until the muffled sound of hoofs and voices rises over the sounds
of the Iight wind, and the few insect and bird calls.

As Lorn's scout had said, the barbarians ride two-abreast, and their voices are loud in the
m dday air.

Quytyl touches Lorn's arm

Lorn shakes his head and nurnurs, "Not quite yet." He wants the barbarians far enough ahead so
that his lancers can rake the colum with firel ances, but not so far that they run the risk of
being cut off. Then he raises his arm and drops it, hissing, "Now"

As he has instructed, and not totally expected, the lancers begin to ride past the scrub oaks,
and down the sl ope, picking up speed. He hears a horse scream and fears he has already |lost a
man, but even so, the barbarians do not turn, not until Lorn is within two hundred cubits, and the
surprise stretched across their bearded faces holds for yet another fifty cubits.

Lorn ains the firelance, not with sight, but wth chaos.

Hssst.' Hst! Hsst! Two of the three bursts strike raiders, and one runbles fromhis saddle
i medi ately.

Lorn tries again. Hsst! Hst!

Because he has to turn the gelding to stay on the road, and to avoid the rougher ground on the
far side, he is not certain about the results, as his nount carries himpast the head of the
colum. Behind him he can hear other firelance bursts, and he risks a quick glance over his
shoul der once he has the gelding running on the road.

So far as he can see, nost all his nmen are still riding, and the barbarians are riding after
them if not so quickly as Lorn would Iike.

"Keep them noving!" he snaps at Quytyl.

"Keep nmoving!"

Wth the dust rising everywhere and the hissing snaps of firelances dying away, Lorn has no
i dea how successful his hit-and-run attack has been, beyond the three or four raiders he knows he
personal Iy wounded or killed. He glances back over his shoul der once nore, then slows the gelding
as it is clear, despite the settling dust, that there is a grow ng separation between the
bar bari ans and the | ancers.

Rat her than stop just beyond the rise in the road, as he had planned, Lorn does not rein up
until he is several hundred cubits beyond, nearly a third of a kay.

"Re-formon ne! Re-formfive-abreast."

"Re-formon the majer!" Quytyl's voice joins Lorn's.

Wth the jostling and confusion, Lorn fears that the five-abreast rank will not be in place
when the barbarians arrive. Again, Lorn's worries are unfounded, for the | ancers are forned, and
even the nounts' breathing has settled down before he sees even the dust on the road fromthe
approaching riders.

The barbarians do reach the crest of the hill.

"Di scharge at will!" commands Ensahl, his voice drifting to Lorn on the |ight breeze.

"Di scharge at will."

Firel ance bolts hsst fromthe right, down into the bl ade-w el ding warriors, but the raiders
have re-formed into a wall across and beside the road nore |ike eight-abreast-and that will
clearly reduce the inpact of the Third Conpany's firelance crossfire.

"Charge!" Lorn raises his firelance, then lowers it, urging the big white gelding forward. He
forces hinself to wait on discharging his own firelance until he is within fifty cubits of the
rai ders, some of whom have turned eastward and are starting to charge uphill.

Hsst.' Hssst.'

Then Lorn is far too close to use the lance, and he struggles with the sabre even as he uses
the Iance nore like a shield-a nobst unwi el dy one.

In time, he finds that he has surged through the barbarians, somehow, and he wheels the
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gel ding, then stops. Several raiders, their backs to him are surging toward a |one |ancer, whose
| ance has been wenched free.

Lorn lifts his own firelance. Hsst! Hsst! Hsst!

Barely has he released the third bolt when a pair of raiders with their barlike bl ades are
riding down on him

Hhstt! Wthout thinking, Lorn throws a Magi'i firebolt at the first, and swings up his Brystan
sabre to parry/slide the big blade of the other away.

Dust, bl ades on bl ades, and scattered firelance bolts fill the afternoon, and Lorn circles the
field, picking off raider after raider, trying to avoid getting involved in direct group nel ees.

At some point, there are no nore raiders-except for a score or nore who have scattered and ride
downhi | I and northward, back toward Jerans.

Lorn sits on the gelding. He has been cut sonewhere on his scal p- blood runs down his cheek
H s arns ache, and there is blood splattered everywhere on his uniform He | ooks dunbly around.

"Fifth Conpany, first squad! Re-formon ne!" Yusaet's voice rings through the slowy settling
dust, as, following his exanple, do the voices of other squad | eaders.

Lorn's head throbs, and the knives that have becone too fam liar stab through his eyes, so that
they water and burn. He stiffens in the saddl e as he nakes out the blurry figure of a bearded
officer riding slowy toward him

"You all right, Mjer?" asks Enmsahl.

"Ri ght as anyone after... something like this."

Anot her officer rides slowy toward them Quytyl has his left armstrapped to him and his face
is white.

"How are you?" Lorn asks.

"Armis broken... |'d guess. Fine... other than that." The undercaptain forces a smle. "Bastard
broke my lance and arm He forgot | had a sabre.”

"How did we do?" Lorn asks Ensahl .

"We didn't | ose many-maybe not even a halfscore. Fifth Conpany | ost nore."

Lorn looks to Quytyl. "Three-quarter score, |ast count, ser. Another halfscore wounded, but
nmost' Il ride again."

"Need to see to things." Ensahl nods to Lorn and turns his nount.

So does Quytyl.

Lorn rides slowly to the crest of the hill, |ooking northward, but the barbarians are hal fway
through the valley, well past the scrub oaks from which Lorn had attacked.

By late afternoon, the colum rides slowy southeast, back toward Inividra. Lorn hears a few
voi ces, but they pass over and around him

"...mean bastard... the majer... saw himkill halfscore anyway- behind, front..."
"...didn't even stop when they cane different..."

"...never seen an officer... killer like that..."

Lorn holds in a sigh. The killer, the butcher... is that all he is good for?

"Ser?" asks Ensahl, riding to his left.

"Yes." Lorn's voice is hoarse and tired.

"They didn't cone |ike you thought."

"No. Things never work quite the way you think. Soneone has been thinking about firelances,"
Lorn admits. "That's why we had to come back and charge. |1'd thought we could hold a line, but it
woul dn't have worked. "

"You did it so fast."

"W had to," Lorn points out.

"Most woul dn't have acted so quick." Ensahl pauses. "That why the conmander wants you on the

patrol s?"

"It's one reason, 1'd like to think, but he didn't tell ne."

"We killed al nbst eightscore, ser, and | had the conpany gather the blades they could. Sone
Brystan sabres there, and a bunch of the big ones from Hanor, |ike you said."

"I was afraid of that," Lorn replies.

"Put themon the captured nounts,"” Ensahl continues. "W got another twoscore of those." He
| aughs. "Peasants are going to find sone plow and cart horses.”

"They' Il never know how costly those beasts are. They probably won't care, either." Lorn
| aughs, once.

Enmsahl is silent as they ride southward, back toward Inividra.

Lorn still wonders. A score of the barbarians did escape, despite his efforts, and his forces
still lost alnpbst a score thensel ves-one a casualty of a rodent hole on the first charge from
behi nd the scrub oaks. Hi s conparative success nmay nean |arger and |arger forces on both sides.
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The glass will tell-the glass he cannot reveal -but he can only hope that it will take tine before
the barbarians react that way.

He will also need to figure a counter to their new use of the broad front-one that will cost
hi m even fewer |ancers.

The weary sub-nmajer takes a deep breath.

XLl X

Lorn sits at the head of the single table in the officers' dining area. Emsahl is on his right,
Cheryk on his left, then Esfayl beside Ensahl, and the two undercaptains at the end across from
each other. Quytyl's armremains in a splint, but he can nove his hand, if gingerly.

The sub-maj er | ooks at the | arge casserol e dish, fromwhich emanates the odor of very strong
and very heavily seasoned nutton emburhka. He raises his eyebrows and takes a ladleful, easing it
onto the battered brown platter before him then | eaves the ladle in the dish for Enmsahl, and
breaks off a large chunk of warm and crusty bread.

A cold rain outside pelts on the tile roof, and a thin line of water wends its way down one
wal | near the corner of the room

Lorn waits for Quytyl to serve hinself before starting to eat.

The six officers eat silently for several nonents

"Ser?" asks Cheryk. "Do you have any idea what the patrol schedule will be like next eightday?"

"Not for sure. I'll have it ready in the next day or so. | was hoping for sonme di spatches on
what's happened at Penedra and the other outposts.” Lorn smiles wyly. "If there's a large raider
group there, we're less likely to get one. They all fit together."

"Ser... it seenms strange, but we haven't missed a single raider party," Esfayl says between

bites. "Last eightday, we didn't get to that valley until they were already there... but they
didn't get away, either. And we're not riding as many patrols."

Emsahl and Cheryk both nod their agreenent.

"I think that's because the raiders have nore weapons, and they're riding in bigger groups.
They have to raid | arger hamets, or there's not enough oot for them That nakes it easier to

figure where they'Il go." Lorn laughs. "If they go back to smaller groups, then |I'mnot sure how
we' [l do."
"They'll have to, won't they?" asks the curly-haired junior captain. "Wen we can use two

conpanies, they lose a |ot nore."”
"I'd think so," Lorn says, "but I'"'mnot going to tell themthat. This way is easier on us."
"I heard that we m ght get another conpany," ventures Cheryk.

Lorn nods and swal l ows the tough nutton in the enburhka. "That's very likely. The Magi'i have
some project with the Accursed Forest, and they say that, if it works, they won't need as nany
Mrror Lancers." He frowns. "But we'll need them especially if they keep cutting back on
firelance recharges.” H's eyes go to Ensahl. "How is the training on shorter bursts with the

| ances goi ng?"
"They're getting it." Ensahl offers a slow, sardonic smle. "Sonme of themfinally figured out
that if they have nore chaos charges left, they don't have to spend as nuch tine using a sabre
agai nst one of those iron bars."
"Even when they don't hit square, those big blades hurt,’

affirms Quytyl, glancing down at his

arm

"You can't block them You have to parry or slide,"” points out Esfayl. "The newer bl ades the
raiders are carrying hold an edge |onger, too."

"Way can't the fireships do sonething about those traders, ser?" asks Rhalyt. "It doesn't seem

right that we let themsail right past our ports and ship those blades to the Jeranyi."

"The fireships don't know which ships are carrying blades, and they can't stop all the
traders,” Lorn says. "So long as the Jeranyi will pay golds for blades, and there's a place to
land them sone trader from somewhere is going to do it. W don't have enough fireships to cover
our own ports, let alone the Eastern and Western Cceans."

"Still seems wong..."

Lorn nods, and lets the other officers carry the conversation

After the neal, Lorn wal ks back through the rain that is beginning to dwindle into splatters on
the stone pavenent, and then slowy up the narrow steps fromthe corridor behind the first |eve
st udy.

He has been at Inividra five eightdays, and he has nmde patrols with all the conpanies. One of
the patrols was without incident; the other five encountered barbarians, although one raider group
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was | ess than a score-perhaps scouring-and turned back north well before Lorn's forces could
pur sue.

Once he is in his snmall quarters' study, Lorn extracts the screeing glass, know ng that trying
touse it inthe rain will tire himnore and | eave himwi th a headache, but he wi shes to see
anot her scene, one not of valleys, and roads, and rivers, and barbarians, but one of nore
i mredi at e need.

Looki ng at the glass, Lorn concentrates, ignoring the inmedi ate headache as the silver msts
formand then swirl aside

Ryalth is propped in a large and ornate bed, an infant at her breast. She gl ances around, then
her eyes narrow. Abruptly, she smiles and briefly lifts the fingers of her left hand to her Ilips.

Lorn sniles, then, after another |long | ook, releases the inage. He frowns, for although Ryalth
| ooks heal thy, Lorn recognizes neither the bed nor the room and yet she has not witten himabout
novi ng quarters. Then, perhaps because she senses when he can see her and knows that others may
well read what she wites, she nay have chosen not to convey such information

As for Lorn, he nust spare chaos-energy for nore screeing of |lands and barbarians-while it is
yet light in the late afternoon and early evening, and in the norning, before he goes down for the
day-and for maps, and all that he can to kill barbarians while |l osing as few | ancers as possible

After a time, he puts the glass away, then descends the stairs once nore, and crosses the rain-
slicked stones of the courtyard. Above himthe clouds are beginning to part and to show stars.

He wal ks along the corridor and then into the officers' study, noting that the only officer
there is Rhalyt and that he has a bottle of Byrdyn set beside the nug at his el bow. As Rhalyt sees
Lorn, he slips sonmething under his patrol report and stands.

Lorn sniles, recalling that he had often done the same. He wal ks toward the red-haired
under capt ai n.

"Ser."

"Undercaptain... if you want to hide something, don't call attention to it by noving it as soon
as a senior officer appears.”

Rhal yt fl ushes.

"I used to hide scrolls | was witing to my consort that way," Lorn continues. "That was before
we were consorted."” He snmiles. "So |long as you get your reports done, you can wite whoever you
wi sh... and don't be afraid or ashaned of it."

"Yes, ser."

"You have a couple of lancers who are spraying their |ances all over the place. Have your squad
|l eaders talk to them And talk to Ensahl about the training he's doing. You need to follow his
exanpl e once he has it worked out. W may need that chaos-energy later this season."

"Yes, ser." Rhalyt nods.

Lorn hal f-turns, then adds, "And don't let nme stop you fromwiting scrolls. They're inportant,
too." He smiles to hinself as he | eaves the study, and wal ks toward the north | ancer barracks.

There, he has not taken one step inside before soneone calls, "Majer in the barracks!"

Lorn shakes his head, and wal ks the north wing, then the south, saying little, just |ooking,
before | eaving. He finds nothing he should not, and has not since his second informal inspection.
Whil e he does not wish to intrude or interfere too nmuch, he also knows that his presence shows he
wants to nmaintain order and discipline, and that he cares.

He wal ks slowy back to the study, and the maps, except he pushes them asi de as he seats
hi nsel f at the narrow desk. Instead, he pulls out and rereads Ryalth's last scroll

My dearest |ancer

We are well, as | know you know, but still nust | wite you such. Your son Kerial is healthy
and strong, and | believe he | ooks nore Iike you, with his brown hair and anber eyes. . . .

I do not know that you would have heard, but the Enperor now has a new Merchanter Advisor. That
is Wanat' ner, of the Hyshrah Clan, a house nearly as strong as the Dyjani. Veljan was al so
consi dered. Bluoyal was di sm ssed because he had been di scovered paying bribes to a senior
enunerator in the port of Biehl. As you know, the enumerator has vani shed, but not the record of
the payments. Bluoyal has al so vani shed, but none can say whether by flight or by his many
enem es. \Wen one falls from power, enemies multiply..

Ryal or House has had some profitable conmerce with the Hyshrah traders, and have found themto
be nost careful folk, and | trust that Vyanat'mer will prove |ike them...

W had once tal ked about iron trade, but Ryal or House has never engaged in such, although I
have heard of those who have, particularly in northern ports, but after your adventures, it is
nost certain that we will not follow that course, even were it profitable. As poor Bluoyal has
di scovered, there are always records somewhere, for a trader cannot determ ne whether he profits
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or fails w thout such

Lorn frowns for a nonent, then sniles at Ryalth's observations and indirect advice. There are

al ways records-somewhere. He finishes the scroll, and then takes out paper and his own pen.
Dear est
As well you know, patience is scarcely ny greatest virtue, yet all | do in these days requires

such, for the barbarians seemendless at tinmes, and, as in all new situations, there is rmuch I
nmust |earn...

Wnter is coning, with the cold rains, and chill winds, and with it, | would hope, fewer
attacks by the barbarians, and nore time to plan and consider how to deal with these changing
tinmes, times that change even as nost turn their eyes fromthe change ...

Fromwhat | can cal cul ate and have seen, in your words, as well, you and Kerial nust be doing
well. | cannot tell you how nuch | miss not being with you in these tines... but | amglad that
Jerial and Myryan were there to help you, and while | have also witten themto express ny deep
gratitude, would you al so again convey it for me?

Wuld that | could be there in person, but you know you are always in ny mnd and thoughts.

He rereads his scroll once nore, then rolls it and seals it, heating the wax with a touch of
chaos.

Then he takes out the silver volume and pages through it, settling on the verse he selects for
reasons he cannot articul ate.

| look to the hills whence conmeth no aid;

my god is not divine, for he is made-

made of man, nade of fire, filled with salt.
H s eyes are a single star |ong since set.
He does not praise the lane and halt.

He judges not, nor yet does he forget.

Is there such? A great being presiding over the Steps of Paradise? The ancient witer certainly
had doubts about such-and nore than a slight suggestion that manki nd nakes its own gods and i nages
to worship.

When he sets aside the volume and finally slips into his cool bed, he does not sleep well

L

The Enperor and his Consort-Enpress sit upon the white divan in the Enpress's salon. A cool fal
wind sifts into the salon through a wi ndow open but a finger-wi dth. Toziel nmassages his forehead
with his left hand, then drops it and turns to Ryenyel. "The days are long... yet you have
sonet hi ng upon your mnd."

"Do you recall Ryal or House, ny dear?" asks Ryenyel

"I's not that the one headed by the nmistress of Kien'elth's el dest son?"

"Not precisely. That is, she is not his mstress. You sent an inquiry through your Merchanter
Advi sor . "

"VWyanat' mer? Why would ...?" Toziel snmiles. "I did not. You did. Perhaps | should hear before |
speak. What did VWanat's merchanter find-and where?"

"In the small town of Jakaafra... in the recordi ng book of consortships.”

"The | ancer took her as his consort, you're telling me?"

"Quietly... but he did, and not even his fanmly knew in advance, fromwhat we can tell."

"Good for him"
"Wse, as well."

Toziel blots his forehead. "Angels... I'mtired... | just talk to people, and I'mtired."

"I know. "

He smiles sadly. "OF course you do. How nmuch | onger ?"

She shrugs.

"A year? Two? Three? Not nore than that, | would wager. |s that why you nentioned Ryal or House?

They' re young."
"Not any younger than we were, those |ong years back. They have just had a child, a son."
"I's he... ?"
"Who woul d know? But both parents are nost intelligent, as are the grandparents, and sel dom
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does such a union produce a dullard. And it nmay be that there is nagus bl ood on both sides."
"How woul d you know that?" Toziel raises his eyebrows.

"Her nother's nother's nother... let us just say that she was not unfamliar with the Pal ace of
Light... and consorted in haste."

Tozi el |aughs, then shakes his head. "That will natter little unless... Wat of the sub-majer?"
He pauses. "You have nore to say. That | can see. | should listen."

"He had been on port detail in Biehl-watching ships, and talking to their captains and
officers, | would gather. Then he conscripted the District Guards..." She smles.

"He is that overcaptain?" Toziel shakes his head. "I think not so well as | should these days.
Did not Rynst send himto Assyadt?"

"He did, after the Mjer-Comrander discovered that every |ancer conmmander was apprised of the
details of what happened at Biehl. He was directed, even as a sub-nmmjer, to command conpany
patrols."

"I imagine the barbarians will attack in force there.
and wry.

Ryenyel smles. "W shall see. W have sone seasons." She adds, alnbst as if it were an
afterthought, "Ryal or House has been recogni zed as a clan house. That was one of Bluoyal's |ast
acts. It takes all of the uppernost |evel of the plaza building on the clan side. Do you not find
that interesting?"

Toziel's voice is sinultaneously hoarse

"Rather. So she is very sharp... and effective, | would judge, sonewhat |ike soneone else
know. "

The Enpress smiles. "You are kind."

"No. | know what | know. " Toziel namssages his forehead before he speaks. "Do you think he can

survive and prosper in-is it Inividra?"

"I would judge so, but he nust do so against the opposition of alnpst all the senior Mrror
Lancer officers.”

"If he can manage such over the next year or two, and is not discredited, suggest to Rynst that
he woul d be a good assistant, you think?" Toziel |eans back on the white divan and cl oses his
eyes.

"I'f he can survive, our suggestion nmay not be necessary," Ryenyel replies. "As for us, there
are no others, save Rustyl and Dettaur, and neither has a consort, although it is likely that
Rustyl will take the daughter of the Second Magus for a consort."

"That will make matters difficult for Chyenfel." Toziel laughs. "Or perhaps nore so for Kharl."

"I think not. The Second Magus will pronise to both his son and to Rustyl, and then do as he
pl eases with the support of both."

"They are both of the Magi'i."

"Chyenfel thinks that tines may change."

"Not that quickly," the Enperor says.

"One woul d hope Rustyl will see that, but he is |like a shadow cast by a man none can see. As
for Ciesrt, he is but a cipher for his sire. Dettaur, on the other hand, is a cipher for no one,
but he has courted many | adies, and none will have him For an esteened |ancer, that is a nessage
one cannot ignore."

"He seens to be ignoring such a nessage rather easily," suggests Toziel

"For now." Ryenyel coughs, several tines, then finally clears her throat. "Like you, | find the
days are getting longer."

"That is because you support ne.

She waves off the comment, then adds, "Dettaur dislikes this Lorn, and will attenpt to place
hi m where he cannot survive."

"I'f one of them does not succeed, or Rustyl or Tasjan does, black order will follow us and raze
Cyad... within a generation if not sooner. But you cannot give either anything, else he will not
be strong enough to hold it." Toziel sighs. "There have been possible scions... nmpst with nagus
bl ood, Dynytri, Eghyr, Volynt... and sonething happened to each, and now we are not sSo young as we
were or as we appear. And now the Magi'i, and even the merchanters, are seeking to advance their
own to force me to acknow edge one."

"Luss and Kharl arranged for the failure of nost of those in the lancers." Ryenyel shrugs
wearily. "Yet how could any hold Cyad if they could not hold thensel ves agai nst that pair?"

"You did not find this Lorn?"

"No. | would that | could say such, but until Maran di sappeared | did not even consider him as
a possibility. Nor his consort."
"Many did not consider you." Toziel |laughs gently, but the |laugh dies away. "I wonder if we see

such worries as do those who have children."
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"I's there any question, ny |love? You are the father of Cyador."
"A father without an heir." Toziel's voice is low and tired, and his eyes drift closed.
Ryenyel touches his forehead lightly, gently.

LI

Lorn | ooks out the commander's study wi ndow at the heavy snow pelting the anci ent panes of gl ass.
The stones of the courtyard have turned white, and rine has formed on the inner corners of his

wi ndows. Wnter has begun to settle in, and his chaos-glass shows little trace of raiders, only a
few scouting and foraging parties, small enough that Lorn has reverted to single-conpany patrols,
spacing themas far apart as he dares. He finally picks up the scroll from Dettaur-the one that
arrived with the replacenent |ancers at the turn of winter an ei ghtday previously-and the one to
whi ch he has yet to reply, since he has no intention of sending a courier just for Dettaur

Your reports have been well-received by the Commander, and, we understand, by the Captain-
Conmander on behal f of the Mjer-Commander. Much credit is due you for your efforts carrying out
the policies and strategies inplemented by Conmander |kynd... The nunber of barbarian deaths as
conmpared to Mrror Lancer |osses remains acceptable, although the Comrander woul d hope that you
could inprove those nunbers by the tinme of the spring raids, as by then you will have becone nore
famliar with the procedures and terrain around Inividra ..

Good old Dettaur, Lorn reflects, always throwing in a dig and a suggestion of inadequacy. Somne
things hadn't changed in nore than ten years.

So long as you do not use an excess of patrols requiring two conmpani es, occasional multi-
conmpany patrols are acceptable to keep the barbarians off-guard, but the Commander w shes to
rem nd you that continual use of such is an unacceptable ganble with the safety of the herders and
peopl e of Cyador....

W also regret to informyou, and all other outpost comranders, that the Magi'i can but supply
three firelance recharges for each |l ancer each season. |In conpensation, you will receive another
conmpany of lancers at Inividra at the turn of spring, before full barbarian raiding activities
resune.

Lorn snorts. Another tenptation for himto spend hinmself. |If he does not use his abilities to
recharge firelances-quietly-nore lancers will die. Yet one |ancer-nagus can recharge conparatively
few firelances for five conpanies, and he cannot afford to exhaust hinmself in that fashion, not
with the amount of chaos-energy he nust spend using the chaos-glass. As in everything, the higher
he rises, the nore demands there are that he has neither tinme nor energy to fulfill.

After a long slow breath, Lorn | ooks out at the snow once nore. Wel| before spring he had best
deci de what he can do, and what he will need to do, for Jera is a port that remains ice-free
t hroughout the winter, and trading vessels continue to tie to the piers there-and to bring in ever
greater nunmbers of higher quality iron bl ades.

LIl

In the late-winter afternoon, Lorn stares into the chaos-glass, painstakingly transferring details
of the image he has called up onto the maps on his personal study desk, as he tries to trace the
geography of where the Jeranyi raiders travel. After he finishes drawing in a section of river,
and the low hills around it, he releases the inmage, sets the pen in its holder and closes his
eyes. He nmssages his tenples for a nonent, then | eans back, his eyes still closed.

H s thoughts do not cease, and he has to wonder, even with his maps, how he can continue to
fight against a seem ngly endl ess eneny. How nany new strategies will he be able to devel op come
spring and sumrer when the barbarians flood southward once agai n? How can he direct his patrols
under such conditions w thout giving away the secret of his ability to find the barbarians?

Hs abilities, mighty as they mght seemto sone, are linmted. If he concentrates greatly, he
can sumon i mages in a chaos-glass, or charge a firelance or so, or nove a door latch fromthe
ot her side of the door, or throw a handful of firebolts. He cannot do all at once, or even in
succession. His abilities can only change the edges of what may be-so far as he can tell

After a noment, he opens his eyes, and shakes his head. Wiy had he been so successful in Biehl?
Because he had not waited for the enemy to come to him but noved to take the fight to them Was
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that the overall problemw th Cyador?

Why had no one taken the fight to the Jeranyi?

He fingers his chin, |ooking blankly through the windowinto the cold and gray afternoon, out
at patches of snow and frozen and thawed and frozen ground beyond the walls of the conpound.

Cyador is far fromcrowded. Its people do not use all the lands they have, not really. So the
Mrror Lancers are not attacking, but nerely defending. Lorn shakes his head. Had the ancients
established the Land of Light with all their force in the belief it would growto fill those
borders? O to use the border areas as buffers?

He ponders, considering the discussion he had years earlier with his nother, before he was sent
to Jakaafra to patrol the Accursed Forest, where she had pointed out that Lancers and Magi'i were
few i ndeed. Cyador has expanded, and those who have been expandi ng their nunbers have not been the
| ancer officers and the Magi'i, but merchanters, crafters, working fol k, peasants, and others.
Even so, Cyador has not expanded to fill its lands to overfl ow ng.

Is that because its people are prosperous? What is prosperity? Is prosperity the answer to the
first of his father's questions? A frown follows that. Cyad would exist w thout prosperity, and
wi thout the Magi'i, but it would not be Cyad as he has known it.

H's mind skips to the third question, and he | aughs as he thinks of Dettaur, realizing that
Dettaur does not understand that a |ancer officer's power cones only fromthe acceptance by his
men of the officer's authority. A single officer can be killed by a msainmed firelance from
behi nd, or by one deliberately ni sained.

Therefore, as his father's second question intimtes, the |ancer officers maintain power
because the people accept their handling of it. The barbarians do not accept the power of the
Mrror Lancers, and so, the struggle is between the beliefs of the people of Cyad and those of the
Jeranyi and Cerlynyi .

And that conclusion helps little at all in deternining how he will face the spring and sunmer
raids.

Hs lips twist, and, slowy he reaches for the silver volune, opening it and pagi ng through
stopping and reading the last lines of the verses about recalling the Rational Stars.

I had a tower once, across heavens from here. ..

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

take these desert dunes and sunswept sands,

and pour them through your enpty hands.

Those are not the words of an enpire builder, Lorn feels, or of a nman seeking to conquer |ands.
He pages farther into the book, reading another section

.1 hear the altage souls lifting | ances
agai nst what the future past advances,
while tinme-towers hold at bay
the winters of another day,
what we woul d not face
what we coul d not erase ..
until those towers crunble into sand
and Cyad can no | onger stand.

Those, too, are the words of a defender. He shakes his head. Everything his father has stood
for, and the Mrror Lancers-all are the roles of defenders. And while Cyad-and her people-are well
wort h defendi ng, defenders always lose in the end... if they always fight on their own territory.

H s eyes look into the gray afternoon, an afternoon that sonehow does not appear quite so gray,
quite so forbidding. He needs to find a way to take the fight to the Jeranyi.

Yet how can he? Wth five conpanies, six at the turn of spring?

Does he have to defeat the barbarians? What about the question Rhalyt had rai sed? He had no
fleet, no fireships to stop the traders going to Jera.

Then he nods. Perhaps there is a way. Perhaps... but it will require much nore screeing, and
time, and then... he wll see.
LIt
The winter light coming through the anci ent wi ndowpanes of the | ow Tower of the Magi'i is
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suppl emented by that of the wall lanps and their polished cupridiumreflectors. The First Magus
does not stand, but remains seated behind the desk in the austere study on the topnost |evel of
the tower as the Second Magus bows and nmekes his way to the gol den oak arnthair opposite Chyenfel

The Second Magus bows once nore before seating hinself. Had he | ooked directly at the First
Magus, he woul d not have seen his reflection in the eyes of the older magus, but only the blank
sun-gol d of an agi ng and powerful magus.

"You are so mannerly, Kharl," offers Chyenfel. "It is one of your virtues, and | do nost
appreciate that."

"You wished to see ne? In private?"

"I did. The inner tower of the Magi'i will fail at any tine. It could last a year, two at the
outside, but it could collapse within a season. | thought you had best know this, for the Captain-
Commander wi ||l doubtl ess press you when | announce that we will again be cutting back on the
rechargi ng of firelances and firewagon chaos-cells."

The green eyes of the Second Magus flicker but once. "Can we not suggest that it is nerely
weakened?"

"You woul d have nme lie to the Enperor and the Mrror Lancers? Wen the Hand of the Enperor wll
know, and when he will ask such of the Hand?"

"Nei ther the Hand nor the Enmperor will long |last, ser."

"Nor will I, you are thinking."

"I cannot deceive you." Kharl shrugs. "Yet... in public | would counsel prudence. Any chaos-
tower but that one can fail. That one, it nust not be seen to fail."

"And when the word is out, what then?" Chyenfel's tone is mld. "W will have lied, and
failed."

"By then, ser, it will matter not. | warned you of this, years ago. | told you that we would
need every chaos-tower. You assured me that the Accursed Forest was a greater danger. Now you have
taken the towers of the ward-walls, and hidden themin the nists of tine. Half the fireships are
wi t hout chaos-towers, and we cannot hide that. W have but a handful left. Wthout the towers,
Cyad as we know it will perish. Wthout the power of the firel ances, for no magus can recharge but
a handful a day, not and do aught else, without the speed of the firewagons, and wi thout the m ght
of the fireships..." Kharl tilts his head and raises his eyebrows. "Wat will we have?"

"We still have the cupridium bl ades, and | ances such as are used by the District Guards. W
have great roads and canals that none can match. W have a people of talent and wi sdom"

"For how | ong? Cupridi um cannot be forged without the towers."

"Kharl, that is not so. Tools of cupridiumcan be forged with the residual chaos of the worl d-
and there is much of that."

"I't will take a magus for each blade, and each will have to be hand-forged-if there is anyone
with the technique."

Chyenfel |eans back and snmiles. "You surprise ne, Second Magus. | would not have thought you
so. \WWhat nessage are you conveying? That we pretend all is well?"

"I find it preferable to the flux chaos of the alternative.” The red-haired and green-eyed
Second Magus pauses, then adds, "Then, the inner chaos-tower may |ast a few years."

"Long enough for me to have returned to chaos, so that you nmay do as you see fit, | amsure."

"I woul d not offend you, nor cross you, honored First Magus."

"Not while I live." Chyenfel smiles. "I may yet retain ny vitality |longer than you suppose. |
did wish to tell you, in the event that your nobst creative mnd mght seek a nore... encouraging
approach. ™

"I thank you, and | will think upon it." Kharl inclines his head. "If you have no further
requi rement of nme... ?"

"Not at the noment. Not at the nonent. But... Kharl... what if the next Enperor is as Toziel

and not as, shall we say, the Captain-Commander? O even a younger magus?"

"Such as Rustyl, you nean?"

"1 know you would follow Toziel, but that will not and cannot happen. Content yourself wth
followi ng ne. For all your deviousness, you would nmake an effective First Magus. | suggest you
consi der such."

"I will consider much, honored First Mgus."

"Wth nore than polite lip service, | would suggest. Wile Toziel is far ol der than he appears,
he is not yet failing, and he searches for a heir to the Ml achite Throne-an heir who is not of
the Magi'i."

"He will search far, for there are none anpong the lancers, that he will ever find, and
certainly, to elevate a nerchanter would stain the sunstone of the Palace of Eternal Light with so
nmuch bl ood that it could never be scrubbed away."
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"I have | earned, as you nust have-or will-that 'never' and 'none' are nost dangerous words, and
that those who utter them often must swallow them nost often.”

"l bow to your wisdom" The Second Magus inclines his head, as if waiting.

"You may go." A weariness infuses Chyenfel's words, and he nods at the younger nagus.

"I thank you, and wi sh you a pleasant rest." Kharl stands and bows, before turning and easing
his way fromthe austerity of the study.

The sungol d eyes of the First Magus follow himout with the power of still-banked and nassive
chaos. A faint smle lingers on his lips.

LIV

In the late afternoon, Lorn steps into the front corridor and foyer of the square tower at
Inividra, his saddl ebags over his shoul der, sabre at his belt, and his winter jacket stil
fastened. He nods to Nesnyl. "W're back."

"Yes, ser. Wre there any barbarians?”

"No. They knowit's winter. Only lancers are out now. " Lorn |aughs ruefully. "Any dispatches
from Assyadt ?"

"No, ser. Captain Esfayl would like to see you. One of his nen deserted, and was found in the
Il ocal hamet-with a local... entertainer."

Lorn nods. "We'll have to do sonething." Since Esfayl's Second Conpany wasn't actually on
patrol, Lorn may be able to just have the man given a few | ashes, and have his pay docked for a
season, but he will need to speak to Esfayl first. "Is there anything el se?"

"No, ser."

"CGood." Lorn gestures toward the narrow back stairs. "I'Il be in my quarters until dinner."

"Yes, ser. |If you do not need ne..."

"Go." Lorn laughs. "You'll be doing |ong days cone spring."

Nesnyl snmiles, as if reluctantly, then bows.

Lorn carries his gear up the narrow stairs. Hs legs ache fromriding in the chill. Al though

the patrol fromwhich he and the Fourth Conpany have just returned to Inividra has been short, the
col d makes such patrols seemfar |onger. They had found no barbarians, as Lorn had known, and no
tracks of such, but he will be able to report to Dettaur that he has indeed taken another patrol
for all must seemin accord with the Dettaur's wi shes, and those of Conmander |kynd.

Once in his quarters, Lorn pulls off the winter jacket, glad that one of the | ancers has at
| east kept the stove stoked so that Lorn's roons are passably warm Then he puts away his gear and
unclips the sabre, setting it by the arnoire.

The tired sub-nmjer stands for a noment at the foot of the bed and tries to stretch his |egs.
Then he wal ks to the small study, pausing behind the chair and desk to gl ance out through the half-
frosted anci ent panes. Qutside, the gray clouds make it difficult to tell whether the flat and dim
light is because of the clouds or the coming twlight.

Wth a wy twist to his lips, Lorn seats hinself once nore at the desk in the upper study of
the square tower and takes out the nmaps. He has alnbst a bell before dinner, and he mght as well
acconpl i sh something nore fruitful than enpty patrols required by a vengeful superior

He pauses. In sonme ways... are the Jeranyi like Dettaur? Dettaur has forgotten that Lorn broke
his fingers for a reason-because Dettaur had been bullying all the younger boys at the school. Yet
all Dett recalls is that Lorn broke his fingers, not all the injuries and huniliations he had
foi sted upon others. Al the Jeranyi recall is an ancient humliation, and not all the endl ess
deaths and nutilations that they have inflicted over the generations.

The sub-maj er pushes those thoughts away, applicable as they nmay be, and concentrates on the
maps and his ideas for dealing with the barbarians. On those nmaps before himon the desk, Lorn
follows the track of the south branch of the Jeryna River, using the map calipers to check the
di stances, trusting that he has nmanaged to keep the scales relatively consistent. He adds up the
figures. Then he does the sane for the west branch

Finally, he nods. If it does not snowtoo late, and if the Sixth Conpany arrives as

schedul ed... then the travel aspects of what he is considering my work. Unhappily, that is only
part of what he needs.
There are al so rwoscore extra firelances in the arnory, and those will help.

Yet he nust find exactly what he seeks, or all that he plans will be of little use to himor to
the Mrror Lancers. And even after two full eightdays of using the glass, he has not found what he
needs.

'v Slowy, he pulls out the chaos-glass and sets it on the desk, half dreading the headache he
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wi Il have before he is done. He squares his shoulders, and concentrates on the glass, letting the
silver mists gather, and then give way to i nages, one after the other, until he has the building
he wi shes in view. He takes a deep breath and focuses his attention on the entry doors.

The i mage that appears is of two heavy, dark-stained doors, nothing nore.

He tries again, focusing on a wi ndow that seens brighter than the others, and is rewarded with
a view through a hal f-open shutter of a man in maroon and blue sitting at small table with a chest
of sonme sort before him

Lorn tries to catch and hold the image of the trader-or factor-and to focus on the room

In time, he is rewarded, although his eyes are burning, and his headache is intensifying, but
the scenes are indeed clear. The buil ding does have chests with | edgers, and warehouse space,
|argely enpty at the nonent.

Lorn nods and sketches it in on the larger map he is drawing. He al nost blurs the lines, for
hi s hand has begun to trenmble. He sets aside the pen and cl oses his eyes for a few nmonents, before
he resunes draw ng

Then he halts, for he cannot afford to spoil the work he has done.

Yet his efforts are slow... so slow that sone days he feels he will never acconplish what nust
be done before spring-not with patrols, and reports, and training, and inspections. |Intensive use
of the chaos-glass is far harder than nerely raising chaos-at |east for Lorn.

He shakes his head and cl oses his eyes once nore, before opening themagain. Before |ong he
must descend and cross the courtyard for dinner, and he rmust not appear tired, or |less than
encour agi ng.

LV

The snow that had fallen in the nore northern valleys and pl agued Lorn and Esfayl on their return
ride has barely left a dusting around Inividra, and the paving stones in the courtyard are clear
with but small drifted piles of white in the corners of the walls and buildings, as the two
officers rein up outside the stable at the outpost in the winter twlight.

Lorn turns to Esfayl. "Captain, renmenber... fighting the weather gains nothing. The storns
al ways win."

"Yes, ser.

Lorn disnounts and | eads the gelding toward the stable door, but Hasnmyr the ostler has already
started forward to take the white's reins.

"Good to see you, ser, and with all your |ancers and mounts,"” offers the gray-bearded ostler
"Seen too many young captains lose nmen in the winter." He winks at Lorn, then | ooks up at Esfayl.
"I can take your mount, too, ser."

"Ch, thank you," replies the captain.

"Thank you, Hasnyr," Lorn says as he quickly unfastens his gear from behind the saddle, as well
as the spare sabre he has nade it a habit to carry.

"Not being a problem sers.”

Esfayl grins sheepishly at Lorn as the two officers step away fromtheir nounts and the ostler

"l suppose | still think of the Mrror Lancer words about carrying on through the storns of life
and the battles with the eternal forces of darkness."
Lorn laughs. "I learned that it's hard to fight nature when | was patrolling the Accursed

Forest. It's better when you can avoid it. Wth the Forest, we couldn't, but there's little point
init out here.”
"Ser... you didn't say a word to Hasnyr."

"He's probably seen scores of captains here, and a hal fscore sub-majers, |'d wager," Lorn
points out. "He |likes the horses, and he doesn't want them | ost when they don't have to be." Lorn
pauses. "I'lIl see you and the others at table in a few nonents."

"Yes, ser." Esfayl nods and bows his head. "Thank you, ser
As Lorn wal ks across the danp stones of the courtyard toward the square tower, he refrains from

shaking his head. Duty... duty-as either a student nagus or as a |ancer, he'd never felt that
bl i nd obedience to the past or to sonme absolute belief was wise. Yet... why did so few see it that
way ?

He | aughs, gently and ironically, to hinmself, noting that his ignoring such traditions has him
wal ki ng a narrow path between two kinds of disasters, with Dettaur and, apparently, Captain-
Commander Luss'alt waiting for sone sort of transgression that will allow themto find an excuse
to disgrace or discipline him

H s saddl ebags on his shoul der, he wal ks past the duty sentry and into the square tower.
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Nesnyl is waiting, and steps forward. "Ser, there were several dispatches and scrolls with the

supply wagons. | put themall on your study desk."
"Thank you. |'Il get to themafter | eat." Lorn shakes his head. "I think the officers are
wai ting for nme."
"That might be." Nesnyl smiles. "I doubt they would wish to start when their conmmander has j ust

returned frompatrol."

Lorn ducks into the study and gl ances at the desk, |ooking over the three scrolls. There are
two official dispatchs, doubtless fromDettaur in Commander |kynd's nane, and a scroll with the
green seal of his father. While he is not surprised to find one fromhis father, he is equally
surprised not to find one fromRyalth. He fingers his chin and nods. Just because he has not
received such a scroll does not nmean it does not exist. Her reactions to his use of the chaos-
gl ass are proof enough for Lorn, both of her devotion and that she is nore than even his father
has seen.

He takes the scrolls in his free hand and slips back out of the study and up the narrow stairs,
trying not to scrape the walls with saddl ebags and sabres. Again... Nesnmyl has nade sure the stove
is stoked, and that his quarters are warm ng. Sone snoke has drifted into his quarters, for he can
snel | the snoky odor of peat, as though the stove had been opened and checked recently. Cearly he
had not been expected to return early, but sonmeone had seen themand hurried to refire the stove.

Lorn laughs. There are sone benefits to being comuander.

He | eaves the three scrolls on his upper study desk-to read after dinner-and carries the gear
to his bedchanber where he | eaves the saddl ebags on the footchest and the sabres | eani ng agai nst
the wall in their scabbards. He will need to clean and oil the blades |ater

Leaving his winter jacket on, Lorn washes his face and hands, then hurries back down the narrow
steps, out of the square tower, and across the courtyard. He is the last to reach the officers
di ni ng area, but then, he has no doubts that dinner was held after Nesnyl-or Enmsahl or soneone-had
seen them com ng down the road fromthe north.

"Good evening," Lorn offers as he nears the end of the table at which the five other officers
are standing. "Esfayl and | appreciate your waiting for us." He seats hinmself quickly, and then
serves hinself a large helping of the nutton stew, wrinkling his nose at the heavy pepper scent,
and hoping that the carrots and roots are neither too stringy nor too nushy. "At least it's hot,"
he says, noddi ng at Esfayl.

"Been warm here, ser," says Cheryk. "Warmfor wi nter, anyway."

"It's going to get colder.” Lorn passes the big casserole dish to Emsahl, then breaks off a
chunk of the bread and passes the basket.

"When it's cold," Cheryk points out, "there aren't any barbarians out. We'd be lucky if it
stayed col d."

"W'd still have to patrol," Lorn says. "The commander and the assistant commander in Assyadt
think that the barbarians will attack imediately if we don't."

"That's true only in sumer," says Ensahl. "Or late spring, after they' ve done nbst of their
pl anting."

A nmonent of silence follows, and Lorn eats several nouthfuls, ignoring the softness of the
veget abl es and t he toughness of the nmutton.

"Ser... ?" ventures Rhalyt fromthe end of the table, "one of the squad | eaders said that you'd
known Majer Dettaur for a long tinme."
Cheryk and Ensahl both frown. Esfayl wi nces alnost inperceptibly. Quytyl, his armstill bound

inalight splint, |ooks down at the table.

"Actually, that's true. W went to the same school, and ny nother knew his. He was two years or
so ahead of ne." Lorn takes a nouthful of the peppered stew, then adds, into the silence, "He was
much then as he is now "

"You will run across officers you know, Rhalyt," Emsahl suggests. "There aren't that nany
officers in the Mrror Lancers."

Lorn nods. "I went through officer training with the captain who relieved ne at Jakaafra."

"Just wondered, ser," says Rhalyt. "You know... with runors..."

"Most runors have a grain of truth in them" Lorn observes wyly, "but sonetinmes it's like a
single grain of rye in a whole | oaf of white."

"Li ke the runors of giant serpents along the ward-wall," suggests Ensahl .

Lorn clears his throat.

Enmsahl | ooks up, surprised.

"They do exist. They're rare. W only cane across one in the years | was there. But it was
| arge, alnost two cubits in breadth and close to forty in length." Lorn | aughs. "They're not
nearly so dangerous as the stun lizards or the giant cats... but seeing one was a shock."
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"Whi ch was nore dangerous?" asks Rhalyt, as if wanting to make sure the subject stays changed.

"The large stun lizards... if you're facing only one. But the giant cats usually come in pairs
or double pairs, and the night |eopards in packs." Lorn shrugs. "So... it's hard to say."

"How do they conpare to barbarians?" asks Quytyl.

Cheryk, Enmsahl, and Lorn all |augh. Quytyl flushes, and this tinme Rhalyt is the one to | ook
down at the table.

After the last chuckles die away, Lorn says, "The northeast ward-wall is the only one that has
casual ti es anywhere close to a barbarian patrol conpany, and they ran about half what | had at
I sahl. The sout hwest ward-wall conpany |ost perhaps a quarter- to a halfscore of |ancers a year."

"Way the northeast wall, ser?" asks Esfayl.

"No one ever gave a good answer," Lorn replies. "Sone say it was the w nds, sone the way the

wal | was designed, sone the fact that it is closest to the Westhorns..." He shrugs.
Cheryk shakes his head. "You were assigned to Isahl, there, and here?"
"And Biehl," Lorn points out.
"But those three are the toughest duty stations in each area, ser."
"I"'mjust lucky." Lorn |ooks at Esfayl. "You're from Sumrerdock, aren't you?"

"Yes, ser."

"Does it get as hot as here in the sunmer?"

"No, ser. There's always an ocean breeze..."

Lorn nods for the young captain to continue. The rest of the dinner conversation will be
uneventful. He can assure that rnuch.

After dinner, Lorn wal ks back across the courtyard, through a night wind that is considerably
colder than earlier, and past the duty sentry at the tower. "Good evening."

"Eveni ng, ser."

The I ower level of the tower is dim wth but one lamp lit, and Lorn stops and turns down the
wick to put it out before starting up the stairs. Although he would like to read the dispatches
and scrolls, he forces hinself to hang out his danp gear on the wall pegs by the stove first. Then
he checks the sabres, drying and oiling them before he returns to the study and the scrolls.

He | ooks at the two official dispatches, then shrugs and breaks the seal on the one that | ooks
shorter. He unrolls it and begins to read.

...hereby informall officers bearing conmands throughout the Mrror Lancers that | osses of
provi si ons and ot her supplies have been reachi ng unacceptably high levels... strongly recomend
that all commanders review the use and storage of such, and that the use of |ocal supplies be
adopt ed whenever possible..

The seal and signature are those of Luss'alt, Captain-Conmander of the Mrror Lancers.
Lorn nods to hinself as he sets the scroll aside and picks up the second one with a Mrror
Lancer seal. It is addressed to himas, Conmandi ng, |nividra.

As noted in the scroll which you are receiving fromthe Captain-Cormander of Mrror Lancers,
the handling and storage of provisions has becone a problemat nany isol ated stations, such as
Inividra. Therefore, individual commandi ng of ficers nust take a greater role in assuring that such
provi sions are stored and used with care and are not wasted ..

The commander has noted that your |ast request for supplies is somewhat higher than that of
previ ous sub-majers, and has requested that you explain such.

Lorn snorts. The answer is sinple. He has nore nen still alive than did Sub-Mjer Kysken, and
nore men require nore food.

...and request that you send a response with the next schedul ed courier to Assyadt.

The signature and seal are Dettaur's, as Lorn has known even w thout reading them for Dettaur
is clearly trying to establish any possible grounds for proving Lorn is | ess than conpetent.
Mor eover, the odds are good that, sooner or later, Lorn will be out on a patrol when sone request
for sonething conmes in, and Lorn's response will be late, thus giving Dettaur yet another exanple
of Lorn's unresponsiveness. Dettaur is clearly very good at setting up officers to be discredited.
The sub-majer |ooks out into the darkness beyond his study wi ndow and the inner shutters that

he has not cl osed, despite the chill com ng off the ancient panes of glass. He half stands and,
shaki ng his head, closes the shutters. He reseats hinself and opens his father's scroll, reading
sl owy.
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We trust all is well with you at Inividra. Life continues here nuch as it has throughout the
wi nter, and for those of us for whomthe cool er weather is not such a joy as once it was...

Al t hough Mycela is expecting a child this sumrer, young Kerial is our first grandchild, and a
delight he is. Al of us can but hope you will be able to see himwhile he is still young. | can
recall when you were that young, dark-haired and sniling as well, and it seens not that |ong ago
Life is fleeting and fragile, and we forget that when we are young and strong.

Your consort continues to amaze all, and Ryal or House prospers. Her enunerators are known both
for their probity and loyalty, and in these days, after the revel ations about the former
Mer chanter Advisor to the Enperor, those qualities are nore greatly respected than in recent
years. It is interesting to note that none recall or have nentioned the events that led up to the
di scl osures, and for that we can be grateful, although it is said that the Enperor knows far nore
than any but those directly involved.

Lorn frowns slightly. Wile he had sent a copy of his battle report to the Hand of the Enperor
with its references to Hanorian bl ades, he does not recall that he nade any reports about the
sorry state of the Enperor's Enunerators in Biehl. Did Neabyl report nore? He continues to read.

Myryan is already planning for inprovenents to her garden for next year. Ciesrt and Vernt
continue to work together, although | understand this nay not continue when Vernt is advanced to a
lower first. Your brother works hard, and that has nade his understandi ng of chaos far deeper in
some ways than those who are nore facile. H s understanding of the fundanentals of chaos
application may prove nost useful to the Mrror Lancers and to you in the years ahead.

| trust you will be prepared for the spring with the barbarians and all that nay ensue, and we
both wi sh you well. ..

Lorn finds hinself frowning once nore as he | ooks over the scroll. The words and the script are
those of his father, yet there is a hint of shakiness about the characters that he does not
recall, and that bothers him Perhaps because of that shakiness, he recalls the questions his
father had given him questions to which he has yet to find satisfactory answers.

Then... each day, he finds nore questions for which he has no answers which satisfy him

Al though he is tired, and it has been all too |long a day, he eases aside his father's scrol
and slips out the chaos-glass. He will allow hinmself a quick screeing in the glass.

He concentrates, and the silver msts form and then part, to reveal two figures sl eeping side
by side in an ornate bed he recognizes only fromthe glass, and in the room he al so has
determ ned, but only through screeing, that is a part of newer and |arger quarters for his
consort. While Kerial does not nove, Ryalth turns, alnost as if she senses the chill of the gl ass,
and Lorn rel eases the inage.

For a tine, he sits in the dimess, his eyes closed, massagi ng the back of his neck and head
with his left hand, then dropping his chin against his chest to stretch tight nuscles in his neck
and upper back.

Finally, he stands, and tw sts down the |lanp w ck. Tonorrow prom ses anot her |ong day in
catching up on reports fromhis last patrol and in conposing a polite reply to Dettaur, yet one
which will refute the hidden allegations, he hopes w thout angering his old schoolmate, at | east
not any nore than Dettaur is al ready angered.

LVI

At the sound of the door opening, Kharl turns, a welconmng snmle upon his face as he advances
across the fourth-floor balcony of the west wing of the Palace of Eternal Light.

The man who steps onto the sunstone floor tiles of the balcony is nuscularly wiry, with bl ack
hair streaked with gray. H s eyes, a pale and piercing blue, fix on the dancing green orbs of the
Second Magus. He wears shimmercloth blues and bows. "Honored Second Magus."

"Honored Merchanter Advisor," returns Kharl.

"You suggested that it mght be better to nmeet informally." Vyanat gestures around the enpty
bal cony and sniles. "Mst informal. Neither furnishings, nor obvious eavesdroppers. You will

pardon ne, honored Kharl'elth, if | lack the polish and the obscuring | anguage of ny predecessor.
I am a pl ai n-spoken trader. Wat do you wi sh?" He slips toward the chest-high cupridiumrailing,
where he leans forward into the slight breeze. "It is rather pleasant here. The air is not only

warm but fresh."
"Fresh, it is, and sonetines there is much to be said for forthrightness," replies the red-
hai red Second Magus. "This nay be such a tine." He sniles. "As with nmany in Cyad, there are
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certain aspects of nmy life over which | have no control, yet about which I nust confess mat | have
certain... concerns.”

"As you say, nost of us find that to be true. In what particular does this concern ne? You
woul d not have requested a neeting with me if it were not a matter of intrigue or trade." VWanat
smles. "And if you did, you are wasting time for both of us."

"As you may know, " Kharl begins, |ooking out across the winter-gray waters of the harbor, his
eyes | ooking into the distance, "nmy eldest son is consorted to a healer, and she is froma nost
di stingui shed famly. Her father is Kien'elth, of whomyou are likely to have heard."

Vyanat nods, waiting.

"And one of her brothers is likely to becone a first-level adept nmagus in a season or two, if
not sooner. The other was not destined for the Iife of a nmagus, but has becone quite well-known as
a nost effective Mrror Lancer battle commander."

"And the one who inadvertently reveal ed ny predecessor's bribery schenes," VWanat observes.
"For which the good Mj er-Comuander decided to reward him by assigning himas commandi ng of ficer
of the nost-attacked | ancer outpost in the Gass Hlls."

"That appears to be true, as you say," Kharl continues, "if a Mrror Lancer matter. This young
of ficer consorted hinself to a young nerchanter, and did so w thout the know edge and consent of
his famly. A true |ove match, one mght say. | have the snmallest of requests, you understand,

just that | would appreciate anything you might do to ensure that nothing that the |ady nerchanter
does might be construed to reflect, shall we say, adversely, upon her famly."

"Or upon you and your son, or your daughter and her new consort-to-be, by extension
replies. "I think I understand your position absolutely, nost honored Second Magus."

"You understand, honored Merchanter Advisor, that with the growing... link with chaos effected
by Kien, and the conparative inexperience of young Vernt, his nmagus son, | feel a certain
responsibility..."

"I am nost certain you do, honored Second Magus, and | will assuredly do what | can to ensure
that Ryal or House abides fully with the Enperor's Code."

"One nust |l ook out for the consorts in one's famly..."

"I do appreciate your feeling for famly and your concerns. You need say no nore." Vyanat bows
slightly. "And since | am as | said, a plainspoken trader, unless you have other concerns,
must, alas, return to the Plaza, for being an advisor to Hs Mghtiness does little to ensure that
one's business continues as it should." He pauses. "Especially since H s Mghtiness and the Hand
have nade it nost clear that nerchanters nmust earn their golds in trading goods and not favors."
Vyanat bows once nore, then steps away. Kharl does not frown until much later, well after the
bal cony door cl oses.

Vyanat

LVI |

At the head of Fourth Conpany, with Cheryk to his left, Lorn rides through the Ilight swirls of
heavy snowf | akes that have replaced the late-winter rain. The road is wet, but w thout snow or
i ce. Beyond the bare ground, the snow does not nelt, but builds where it strikes the grasses in
the fields on each side of the lane |leading up to the outer gates of the outpost at Inividra.

"Be glad to get dry again," Cheryk says. "Sonetines, |'d rather have snow than rain."

"Especially if there's a hard freeze coming." Lorn nods in agreement as the two officers ride
through the open outer gates, passing guards bundled in w nter jackets.

"Didn't have to use any firelance charges."”

"So far." Lorn still worries about having enough firelances, as it is clear that the nunber of
| ances and recharges will be decreasing every year

Beyond the inner gate at Inividra, the stones of the courtyard are warm enough that the fat
snowf | akes have nelted, and left the stones danp and not slushy or icy.

"Not a bad patrol,"” Lorn notes to Cheryk.

"Any patrol without raiders is a good patrol, ser."

Lorn |l aughs. "W could hope for a long winter."

"Don't know as which is worse."

"Rai ders, as we both know. " Lorn reins up outside the stable.

Before he disnounts, Hasmyr is standing by the stable door. "How be the nmounts, sers?"

"There's a mare lane in the second squad,” Cheryk says.

"I"l'l be | ooking at her, then."

"Thank you, Hasnyr." Lorn hands the gelding's reins to the ostler, then unstraps his second
sabre and his gear. After a nod to Cheryk, he crosses the courtyard and to the square tower, and
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the sentry. "Cood afternoon, Wett."

"Afternoon, ser."

"Let's hope it doesn't freeze after all this wet snow "

"No, ser. Rather not see that."

After a nod, Lorn slips into the door to the square tower, where his senior squad | eader and
administrative aide is standing by his desk, waiting.

"A Captain Gyraet reported,” Nesnyl says. "Wth a full conpany of lancers. They're in the old
south bay. And there is a dispatch on your desk."

"Thank you." Lorn nods as he wal ks back toward the rear staircase. "If you can find the
captain, I'd like to talk to himbefore the evening neal. |I'Il be down as soon as | unload ny
gear."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn slips up the stairs, where he stops but |ong enough to | eave his gear and sabres in the
bedchanmber before descending to the conmander's study. There, he takes off the wi nter jacket and
hangs it on the wall peg. For a nmoment, Lorn |ooks at the dispatch, seal ed, and doubtl ess from
Dettaur. His lips curl, and he lifts the scroll and breaks the seal, beginning to read.

Now that the new Magi'i barrier is in place around the Accursed Forest, the Mjer-Comrander is
sendi ng an extra company to each outpost that is expected to receive heavy barbarian attacks.
Captain Gyraet and his conpany are one of the first to arrive. | would caution you that because

their nounts could not travel by Mrror Lancer firewagon, there are few spare nounts, and there
will not be many for several eightdays.

Lorn frowns. Inividra has close to a score - and - a - half spare nounts, nainly fromthose
|l ost by the raiders in the fall. How many does Dettaur expect Lorn to lose in the next few
ei ght days?

I have al ready cautioned Captain Gyraet about this as well.

The sub-maj er |aughs. Trust Dettaur to find creative new ways to underm ne Lorn, and trust him
to tell Lorn as well. Dettaur has great skill at positioning hinmself. That is clear

Conmmander 1kynd and | |ook forward to the reports of your acconplishnents once spring turns,
and the barbarians begin their raids.

"I wager you do, Dett. | wager you do," Lorn nmurnurs to hinself.

Thr ap.

At the rap on the door, he turns. "Yes?"

"Captain Gyraet, reporting for duty, ser

"Come in." Lorn motions for the officer to enter the study.

Gyraet is the inage of the popular l|ancer officer, slender but nuscular, dark-haired, with a
strong but not protruding squarish chin, and piercing green eyes. He bows to show just the proper
amount of deference. "Sub-Mjer."

Lorn gestures to the chairs on the other side of his desk. "Please sit down." As he seats
hi nsel f, he studies the officer and can sense the doubt buried behind the pleasant smile. Doubt-

that is something Lorn would rather deal with than hostility. "I take it that your ride here was
nmore danp than snowy."
"Yes, ser." Gyraet offers a rueful smle. "I think I'd prefer the snow, were it not too deep."

"Most lancers would." Lorn pauses. "Did you cone fromthe Accursed Forest?"

"Eastend, ser."

"I's Majer Weylt still there?"

"He is. The word is that he may be going to Fyrad to be in charge of maintaining the southern
part of the Great Canal."

"He was nost hel pful to me when | was at Jakaafra," Lorn says.

Gyraet frowns for a nonent, then smiles. "You were that Captain Lorn."

Lorn laughs slightly. "I think I was the only Lorn assigned to Northpoint."

Gyraet nods. "Majer Weylt tal ked about the giant serpent you killed, and the tinme you killed a
stun lizard by hurling a blade into its eye."

"Those are acconplishnents |1'd rather not have been renenbered for, a conbination of unw se
audacity and ill chance."

Gyraet adds, nore levelly, "It's also said that you dealt with nore treefalls than any captain
ever, and that you lost fewer lancers for the nunber of wild creatures killed."
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"That is possible. | don't know about ever... but in the five years before and the years | was
there that was true."

Gyraet noistens his |ips.

"I's Sub-Majer Hybyl still there?" Lorn asks, alnost idly.

"Yes, ser."

Lorn wonders how nuch he dares say or intimate. After a nonent, he deci des on another approach
"You' ve doubtl ess been briefed by Cormander |kynd and Maj er Dettaur?"

"Commander | kynd was rather short."

"He probably said that | had a good record killing barbarians, and that was what you were being
sent here to do."

"Sonmething like that," concedes Gyraet.

"And he said it bluntly, and perhaps added a few words about the fact that you' d best be
careful because |'ve been known to be hard on officers who don't agree with ne."

Gyraet remains silent, but Lorn can sense through truth-reading that he has been accurate
enough.

"Mpj er Dettaur, on the other hand, was doubtless nore detail ed, and suggested rather indirectly
that while everyone is pleased with the results of what | do, that you be nost careful in how you
deal with nme."

"Ah... sonething like that." Gyraet tries not to shift his weight in the chair, and his eyes do
not nmeet Lorn's.

"I could be nost charnming and wel coning,"” Lorn goes on, "and m slead you, and cast doubts about
the characterizations that have been nmade. | don't think I will, because you' re obviously
perceptive, and feel you're in a nost difficult situation, being assigned to conmand a comnpany
under the Butcher of Nhais." He smiles. "Have you read the battle report about Nnhais?"

“"Ah... no, ser."

Lorn wal ks to the end chest, which he opens, and from which he extracts one of the copies he
has brought to Inividra with him He closes the chest and then tenders the report to Gyraet. "Read
it. Now. I'Il wait."

"Yes, ser." Gyraet doesn't conceal his puzzlenent, but takes the report.

As Gyraet begins to read, Lorn scans Dettaur's scroll again, then sets it aside and gl ances
toward the wi ndow. While his old acquai ntance's tone bothers Lorn, he has to ask hinsel f whet her
Dettaur is so bent on revenge that he will take any opportunity to goad Lorn, or whether his
m ssives are designed to push Lorn into early and unwi se acti on.

Lorn frowns. Dettaur certainly had been unable to see Jerial's disgust with him but bright
enough to understand exactly how Lorn had managed the Bi ehl situation. Then, Lorn reflects, does
he have any choice but earlier action when firelance charges are beconi ng ever scarcer and the
nurmbers of barbarian raiders grow ng?

" Ser ?"

Lorn glances up. "lI'msorry. | was thinking." He pauses. "You've finished it?"

"Yes, ser."

"As you can see, many of the details of the report were authenticated by others, including
various officers and enunerators. | wanted you to read it so that you woul d have sone idea of what

i s happening north of the Grass Hills and why you've been assigned here."

"Mpj er Dettaur did not nention the Hanorian bl ades."

"He probably didn't nmention the fivescore herders and wonen and children they slaughtered,
either."

"Ah... no, ser."

"And | doubt he mentioned that we usually have plenty of spare nounts here-close to twoscore at
t he nmonent."

"No, ser."

Lorn sniles once nore, then nods. "That's all for now, Captain. You might want to talk to the
other officers, especially the nore senior ones. |I'msure each has his own view of matters." He
stands. "I'Ill see you shortly, at dinner."

"Yes, ser." Gyraet stands, then bows before he departs.

Lorn wal ks to the study wi ndow and | ooks out at the intermittent fat flakes that drift by the
anci ent panes of gl ass.

Did the ancients have to deal with the sanme kind of infighting? O had they pulled together
nor e because they had been required to in carving a land out of the wilderness and in fighting
agai nst the Accursed Forest?

Sonehow, Lorn suspects that what he sees in the Mrror Lancers, and with Dettaur, is scarcely
new. The mel ancholy tone of the silver volune of ancient verse attests to that.
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And yet... the nelancholy ancient was one of those who built the Gty of Light, of which there
is no equal .

LVI T

Lorn watches fromthe study wi ndow as two provi sions wagons roll through the light rain and across
the courtyard to the storeroons beside the stables. Wth the rain, he is glad that he has not

di spatched any patrols. Wile the snow beyond the Grass Hills is nelting, his use of the chaos-

gl ass has shown Lorn that the barbarians remain within their ham ets and that they have not yet
begun to gat her.

Unhappi |y, the unknown magus or Magi'i continue to follow him clearly trying to determ ne what
he is doing. Also unhappily, nore traders have docked at Jera, and nore Hanorian bl ades have been
unl oaded and stored in the warehouses there. Before long, the blades will make their way up the
branches of the River Jeryna to an even greater nunber of barbarians.

Lorn turns, frowning, as there is a knock on his study door. "Yes?"

"Ser... there is a dispatch." Nesnyl bows, then extends the scroll.

"Thank you." Lorn nods and takes it.

As he | eaves the study, Nesnyl closes the door. Lorn breaks the green | ancer seal and begins to
read.

Sub- Maj er Lorn, Mrror Lancers, Commandi ng at Inividra,

Wnter is about to end, and at the turn of spring, you can anticipate an increased nunber of
barbarian raids. Conmander |kynd wi shes to convey once nore his concerns about the tactics you
have used in the past. He woul d enphasi ze that regul ar single-conpany patrols are to be used.

Mul ti-conpany patrols offer far too great a risk of allowi ng the barbarians to attack an
unpatrol |l ed area, especially now.

Furt hernore, your field expertise will be needed, and therefore you are strongly urged to take
command of the conpany of your choice, preferably one commanded by an undercaptain. In such
circunstances, it should be noted that using multi-conpany patrols m ght be seen as preferentia
treatment for those | ancers you conmand personally, and this is another reason why multi-conmpany
patrol s should be mnimzed ..

Assyadt has yet to receive additional nounts to support those conpanies transferred fromthe
Accursed Forest. Large |osses of nmounts, as may occur with patrols involving nore than one
conpany, cannot be replaced ..

These are trying tines for all Mrror Lancers, and their commandi ng of ficers shoul d and nust
rely on the practices and tactics that have served so well for so long, and to that end Conmander
I kynd strongly urges that you turn your energies and tal ents.

for Conmander |kynd, Majer Dettaur
Assi st ant Commrander, Assyadt

Lorn sets down the scroll and wal ks to the w ndow once nore, |ooking into the gray day and
drizzle for a tinme. Finally, he turns and crosses back to the door where he peers out. Nesnyl
gl ances up.

"Nesnyl... if you would send word for the officers to gather in the officers' study... I'd |like
to neet with themthere."

"Yes, ser."

"Thank you."

Lorn turns back to the study, and wal ks to the footchest against the wall that hol ds dispatches
and ot her comuni cations to the outpost, generally from Assyadt, but at times fromMrror Lancer
headquarters in Cyad. He begins to sort through the dispatches, pulling sone, |eaving others,
until he has close to a halfscore. He arranges them then rolls themup, with the |atest scrol
fromDettaur around them

He nods, hoping his instincts are correct. Finally, he tucks the scrolls under his arm and
steps fromthe study.

"They shoul d be ready, ser." Nesnyl is standing by the desk with Yusaet beside him The nore-
juni or senior squad | eader had either been the one to convey the nessage, or to hold the desk
whil e Nesnyl did. "Thank you, Nesnyl. O you, Yusaet, whoever passed the word."

"Thank you, ser." Yusaet bows.

"...got that cold look... wouldn't want to be whoever's he angry with..."

Lorn takes a breath as he | eaves the square tower. He doesn't need to show his anger with
Dettaur to the officers. The drizzle seeps around himas he crosses the courtyard to the barracks
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buil ding that holds the officers' study. Under his armis the large roll of scrolls.

As he enters the officers' study, Lorn |ooks at the six officers who rise fromwhere they have
been sitting around two adjoining tables. "Please sit down."

He | ooks around the roomas he unrolls the scrolls and sets the pile before him He realizes he
is wagering much on what he is about to do, but he needs to know how they will react. After a |ong
nmonent of silence, he says, "Mst of you have asked about the patrol schedule for the spring. For

the nonent, |'mnot going to post one."
He waits again, noting the faint frown on Quytyl's face, and the eyebrows that Esfayl raises
monentarily. "lInstead, |'d like to read you all something." He pauses. "These are all dispatches

have received from Assyadt over the past several eightdays." He picks up the first scroll

W regret to informyou that you can expect no nore than three firelance recharges, as the
Commander has conveyed earlier in the year

Then he reads fromthe second.

We cannot supply any spare nounts, and will not be able to do so until at |least sonmetine in
|late spring or early sumrer

And the third.

W nust also insist that you refrain fromthe practice of using nulti-conpany patrols. Mrror
Lancers nust be able to take on significantly |larger barbarian forces without needing to rely on
addi ti onal lancers ...

Ensahl snorts... loudly.
Lorn picks up the last scroll and reads.

Further, it is nost strongly suggested that you relieve your |east effective conpany comander
and take personal command of that conpany..

Lorn waits, letting the words sink in before he speaks again. "Those all cane over the course

of the winter. This nmorning, | received yet another such scroll, which repeats all of those
messages and adds another. 1'd like to read that as well." Lorn clears his throat and reads
Dettaur's latest scroll inits entirety. As he reads, he surveys the room and from what he can
sense, nost of the officers are disturbed.

As he finishes reading the last scroll, Lorn sets it down on the table before him He | ooks
across the six faces, again studying them before he speaks. "I'll |eave these here for each of you
to read so that you can see for yourself that | have not made up or distorted the | anguage." He
pauses and |l ets the silence draw out. The roomrenmains still for a long tine.

"Ser... were those all fromeither Mijer Dettaur or Commander |kynd?" asks Esfayl.

Lorn nods.

"We |ost fewer lancers last fall than any tinme since |'ve been here," Emsahl says slowy. "And
you tell us that-"

"No. |I'mnot saying that. Those were dispatches from Maj er Dettaur on behal f of Conmander
I kynd. "

"Never was nuch of a patrol commander. .
Sasyk, and he was a sour pearapple..."

Gyraet's eyebrows lift.

suggests the nornmally silent Cheryk. "Wrse than

"Well, he wasn't. He'd always take on the biggest barbarian, and forget about the rest of the
| ancers. ™"

Lorn clears his throat, loudly. Cheryk's words will be nore effective |ater, when Lorn is not
around. "I wanted you all to know the kind of suggestions |'ve been receiving." He sniles. "I'd

like you all to consider that | have not yet been forbidden to use nulti-conpany patrols. And
have not been ordered to relieve one of you. 'Strongly recomended,' but not ordered."

"It sounds like that won't be long," suggests Enmsahl

"If we keep doing things the way we have been, I'msure that's true. If each of you patrols by
yoursel f, we're going to take sone heavy | osses.” Lorn pauses.

Ensahl smiles. "I'mthinking, ser, that you got an idea. Elsew se, you wouldn't be having us
here. "

"I do." Lorn nods. "It's sonmething different. Commander |Ikynd told ne we could go where we
wanted once we were in Jeranyi territory. | think it mght be a good idea to put a stop to sone of
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these raids where they ought to be stopped-over in Jerans-and | believe we can do it. W'll have
to do it before | get any nore dispatches.” Lorn lifts the npbst recent scroll. "I got this one
today, and it will probably be two ei ghtdays before we're sent any nore provisions, and
di spatches. "

"You're thinking of going into Jerans?" asks Gyraet.

Lorn nods. "W had better odds when | tracked down the raiders in Biehl and hit them when they
didn't expect it. If we wait... they' Il just gather nore and nore barbarians."

"Pretty risky..." offers Gyraet.

"Not so risky as fighting eightscore with one conpany,"” suggests Cheryk. "That's what it's
comng to, these days, if the sub-majer follows those directives."

"What if they attack here?" asks Esfayl.

"That's a good question." Lorn smiles. "But if we strike first, what barbarian will dare |eave
his homel and to attack Cyador while we white devils are in Jerans?"

"No... they'd not be doing that," affirms Ensahl. After a nonent, he grins. "Wen do we start,
Maj er ?"

"How about next twoday?" Lorn smiles grimy.

LI X

In the glow of his quarters' study |lanmp, Lorn | ooks over the maps yet again, checking the routes,
the planned stops, the possible points of conflict-and the places that nust be destroyed. He has
not told any of the captains his exact plans, only that an unnaned town on the South Branch of the
River Jeryna is their first goal. That nuch is true, for it is one of the towns where the raiders
gather, and not all have yet gathered, but enough have, and so have their nounts.

Slowy, he puts the maps in the order he wi shes, then rolls themup and ties theminto a single
bundl e.

Tonorrow all six companies of Mrror Lancers will pull out of Inividra, sonething that has
never been done before. So far as the stories and the records tell, no one has ever conbined nore
than two conpanies of Mrror Lancers in making an attack, not in recent generations.

His lips curl. He may find out why that is so, but he can only do what he feels is best, for
the ol der tactics are less and | ess effective, and the chaos-towers are failing. And Lorn, child
of Cyad, will not stand and watch.

He | aughs softly, mirthlessly. He also has no real choices, for to follow Dettaur's
instructions will nean either death or disgrace in slow increments, for Dett is nost excellent in
political maneuverings-far, far better than Lorn

In the darkness, Lorn takes out the chaos-glass and sets it on the desk before him H s head
still aches slightly fromthe use of the glass in the |ate afternoon, but he would see Ryalth and
Kerial a last tine before he casts his fate to chaos.

When the silver mists part, he watches the sleeping pair only for a few nonments before he
rel eases the image. He would not disturb their sleep

Whil e the chaos-glass will be in its wooden case in his saddl ebags, he doubts he will have
either the time or privacy to use it-but for an extended canpai gn he dares not |eave it behind,
either, not with Dettaur watching everything he does.

There is one nore thing that will acconmpany himRyalth's ancient silver-covered book. He hol ds
the volume for a time before opening it, wondering not for the first time how her nother canme to
have it, and whether it means, as he believes, that she is nearly as nmuch of a child of the Magi'
as he is. He laughs, softly, for the Magi'i will claimneither of them

Then he pages through to see if any of the ancient verses call up echoes of what he feels,
| ooki ng out at darkness and an uncertain future. He finds one, whose words strike himin a
different way, as they often do, when his choices and circunstances have changed. He reads al oud,
softly, to hinmself.

W stand in a world we did not know, reaping lives and deaths we did not sow. Sone reach for
roses of another place, a world beyond chaos in tinme and space. Sone raise copper bl ades,
strangely graced, to destroy new truths that cannot be faced.

Chaos is, as the river and the hills, and | will live ny life as chaos wills, for Mrror Towers
have fallen fromthe skies, and venerated truths becone but |ies when held as orders fromour ill-
starred past, talismans to recall what cannot | ast.

To build what nust be built, and raise new halls, to guard what nmust be held in shining walls,
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to slay the denobns of unreasoning hate- all those, and nore, have cone to be ny fate.

Do | regret the stars that cast nme here? No nore than knowing life is fragile, dear and
fleeting, or that ny words die unread, for words cannot contain what souls have said.

"Words cannot contain what souls have said ... Lorn nuses, nodding to hinself.

H s eyes drift back up to another phrase-"denons of unreasoning hate." There are so many who
hate so fiercely that it is beyond reason, fromthe barbarians to Dettaur to those Lorn does not
even know. The ancient witer had said his fate was to slay such. But the other poens had reveal ed
the man's sensitivity-and Lorn is not unaware of the irony of slaying denons of hate. Where each
demon is slain, nmore hate is raised, yet hate unchecked also multiplies, and | ove alone will not
brook hatred that holds a bl ade.

"So you will raise a greater blade?" Yet he has searched and can find no other choices, not
that are open to him in this world, at this tinme, for doing what others will is death indeed. And
doi ng what others will is not the way to save Cyad so that what it stands for will continue to
shine out. He finds another page and reads the concl uding stanza.

Merage, altage, elthage, all bow to thee
fromRational unity conme these three

and neither chaos, nor the |lance, nor gold
shall seize this city of the stars foretold,
for Cyad holds the fate of all this earth,
and all of soul and skill that is of worth.
So shine forth both in sun and into night
bright city of prosperity and Iight.

He | ooks into the darkness for a long tine before he stands and then wal ks to his bedchanber
where he places both the silver-covered book and the chaos-glass in the saddl ebags he will carry
i n the norning.

LX

Wth his saddl ebags over his left shoulder, Brystan sabre at his belt, |ancer sabre and map
scrolls in his left hand, Lorn | ooks at Nesnyl. "You have a hal f-squad, and the cooks and ot her
staff. | wish it could be nore, but we will need every man."

"Many be the | ancers who woul d have given nuch to see what | see, ser. It be long past tine
that the raiders be bearded in their lands. I'd alnbst be wishing | be with you, ser," replies the
slightly bent senior lancer. His smle is crooked. "Al nost."

"Ti mes have changed, Nesnyl, and we nust change with them" Lorn gestures toward the study. "If
Maj er Dettaur should arrive here, not that | expect him you can tell himthat, in accord with his
wi shes, | have all the conpanies on patrol in order to better protect the |ands and peopl e of
Cyador . "

"That | will, ser. That | will."

"l suggest closing at |east the inner gates, once we ride out."
"That | had considered al ready, ser."
"Do you have any | ast questions?"

"This be not a question... but... ser... should you bring back nmuch booty and success, best you
take it and lay it at the feet of the commuander at Assyadt."
"If... if we are so fortunate..." Lorn nods a last tine and wal ks to the door, and then out

into the gray light of a sunless norning just after dawn. H's boots carry himacross the courtyard
to the stable, where Hasnyr has the white gelding waiting for him

"There be a snmall pouch of grain there, ser. Mst you dare carry. Try to find such for all the
nmounts, as you can."

"I will," says Lorn as he fastens his gear behind the saddl e, then checks the firelance and his
wat er bottles. His eyes go to the spare mounts, which carry another score of spare firel ances, few
enough for the forces he has nustered.

He nmounts and then rides across the paving stones of the courtyard toward the nost junior
under captain, Quytyl.

" Ser?"
"How s the arn®"
"Still a touch stiff, ser, but strong."
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"Good," Lorn says, even as he doubts the young officer's words. "Fifth Conpany will be second
for now, behind Third Conpany." Wile he had given the order the day before, he wants to
reenphasi ze it.

"Yes, ser."

Lorn checks with each of the other officers, then rides to the front of the colum where Ensahl
and Third Conpany are forned up. "Let's go."

"Yes, ser." Enmsahl raises his arm then drops it.

The sound of hoofs on stone fills the courtyard, and the road to the inner gates, as siXx
conpani es ride out fromlnividra.

The early norning remains gray, with high thin clouds and a light but warm breeze out of the
sout hwest, as the colum turns toward the road to Jerans. Lorn | ooks backward at Inividra, where
two ol der lancers close the inner gates-an outpost enpty except for Nesnyl, the cooks, and | ess
than a hal fscore of |ancers

Neither for the first time, nor the last, Lorn suspects, he wonders if he can nanage to
acconpl i sh what he pl ans.

From what he had seen in the glass the afternoon before, and again early in the norning, the
only barbarians stirring are those to the northeast, far closer to Syadtar. That nakes sone sense,
because the later snows, the spring snows, had fallen nore to the west, but the roads are nuddy in
only a handful of places, and the barbarians appear involved either in planting or dealing with
their flocks and other spring farmng or herding tasks.

Lorn squares his shoulders and studies the road ahead.

LXI

Lorn continues to wear his oiled white-leather winter jacket, but [eaves it open for the hint of
breeze that occasionally rises. He is warm but not quite sweating, as he rides northwest on the
narrow trail-like road that |eads out of the Grass Hills. The high clouds have renained with the
Cyadoran forces for all three days since they have ridden out of Inividra, but the rain has been
light and intermittent. None has fallen on the Cyadoran forces since shortly after dawn, but m st
rises off the hills to the northwest, where the warmi sh rain has been nelting the |ast of the
snows. Roughly five kays beyond those hills, if his maps are correct, lies the first barbarian
town on his route through Jerans.

Lorn rides at the head of the colunn, beside Ensahl, on a road which is danp clay, but with few
puddl es or nuddy sections. Directly behind themis Ensahl's senior squad | eader, and the junior
squad | eader for Third Conpany's first squad.

"We're headed away from Clynya, are we not, ser?" asks Ensahl.

"The raiders who strike Assyadt conme fromthe northwest, nostly fromthe towns along the
branches of the River Jeryna," Lorn says. "That's where we're headed."

"You' ve been planning this for a tine, ser."” Ensahl's words are a statenent.

"At | east since Rhalyt asked why we just sat and watched." Lorn frowns as he studies the hills.
"The first town ought to be on the far side over there, through that odd-|ooki ng pass. There's a
streamon the other side, the first real one north of the Gass Hills."

"You know you were coning to Inividra, ser?" asks the ol der captain

"I knew |I'd be sent somewhere to fight barbarians,” Lorn answers.

"You' ve been collecting maps and stuff on the barbarians for a long tine. Have to be, with all
you know. "

"When you're not born a Mrror Lancer, you know you'll fight barbarians," Lorn points out. "It
makes sense to |learn as nmuch as you can."

"Fol ks don't always do what makes sense."

"True enough." Lorn laughs. "Let's hope that what the scouts find makes sense as well."

The bearded Enmsahl grunts an assent.

Still, it is mdnmorning before Lorn sees the scouts riding toward them He turns toward the
captain. "Ensahl, would you have one of your |ancers sumon the officers?"

"Yes, ser." The older captain turns in the saddle. "Dwt, send a nessenger. Mjer wants the
of ficers quick-Iike."

"We'll rein up here, and let the nen stand down for a bit." Lorn turns in the saddle.
"Conpani es! Halt!"

"Conpanies halt!" The orders echo back down the long columm while Lorn rides forward anot her
fifty cubits or so to wait for the scouts.

Ensahl rides up to join him followed by the other officers, one by one, coning as they do from
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farther back in the colum. Gyraet, bringing up the rear with Sixth Conmpany, is the last to rein
in his nount with the others, only nonments before the two scouts arrive.

"Go ahead and report," Lorn says.
"Yes, ser," offers the square-bearded and ol der | ancer scout. "W took the back side of the
hills, ser, like you ordered, and | ooked down. There be no one even |ooking at the roads. Men in

the fields are plow ng, and others be doing ditchwork and such."

"How many peopl e?"

"Twentyscore, |'d judge, fromthe dwellings, but that be including wonen and children."

"Probably eightscore nen of all ages," Lorn nuses aloud. "The ditch-work is along the river?"

"Yes, ser."

"The far side?"

The younger scout nods. "Mayhap a hal fscore there, could be a few nore.”

"Are there many herders or others farther out in the fields?"

"Could be sone. Didn't see any, ser."

"\What about flocks or herds?"

"None nore 'n kay fromthe town, then, ser."

"Thank you. If you'd stand down for a few nmonents..." As the scouts nobve away, Lorn disnounts,
al nost slipping on the danp clay, and waits for the others to do |ikewi se, and for the scouts and
two other lancers to hold their mounts. Then he unrolls the map and hands one side to Rhalyt to
hol d while he points out the |andmarks and begins to explain. "Here's the town. The road cones in
here. There are the ditches, and here's the center of the town. Rhal yt-your conpany crosses the
streamat the ford here, and heads east. Your task is to take out all the nmen working on the
ditch. Use sabres or short bursts, and make it quick. Then cone back down the road to the north of

the ditches. You can kill any man old enough to bear a blade, but don't touch the wonmen or the
children."

"Yes, ser."

"We'| | al so send one conpany around the town to the road that |eads northwest. That conpany
will be Second Company."” Lorn | ooks at the young captain Esfayl. "Your task is to nake sure no one
rides out of the town-no one. W don't want word being spread that we're here-at least not if we
can help it. You ride west on this side of the river-there's a |ane ahead, | think, and then cross
the stream and hold the road west out of the town."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks at Gyraet. "Captain-you'll stay with the main body until we reach the crossroads

here on the other side of the ford. Then you take the |lane out this way, to the north, and sweep
t hrough that area.”

"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks around the officers. "Qur tasks are sinple. W want to kill any of the barbarians
who might ride against us, but no wonen unless they take up arns. Once we've renpved anyone who
can raise a blade and we hold the town, we want to take all the blades, and all the nmounts, and
we'll need supplies to get to the next town and nounts to carry them"

"Al'l the nmounts, ser?" asks Esfayl.

"I'f they have no nmounts, they can't ride after us or send word sonewhere el se quickly after we
| eave. "

Cheryk nods, and he and Emsahl exchange gl ances.

"It sounds sinple, and sonething will probably go wong," Lorn says, "but keep in mnd that you
want to nmake sure that this town won't be able to attack Cyador for a good long tine. This is only
the first town, not the last... so have your nen use sabres when they can-but only when they can
safely." Lorn rolls up the map. "Do you have any questions?"

d ances flick back and forth between the officers.

"Quess I'Il ask, ser," offers Cheryk. "You're planning a canpaign, ser, not just a few raids?"
"If we can do it," Lorn admits. "If things don't work, then we change. The nore towns and
bl ades and nounts we can take out, though, the fewer barbarians you'll face this year, maybe for a

few years.”

Cheryk nods. "Best we take as many as we can, losing as few as we can."

Wien no one el se volunteers a question, Lorn steps to the side and slips the map into the |ong
pouch behind his saddle. "Let's formup. W'Il try a four-abreast front once we get to the other
side of the stream"

"Yes, ser."

Lorn swings back into the gelding's saddle, then waits for the officers to rejoin their
conpani es and pass the orders. His eyes keep | ooking down the enpty road, then back al ong the
colum that holds six conpanies.
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"Ser?" Emsahl's voice is polite. "Third Conpany's ready."

"Thank you. We'd better wait a few nore nonents."

Lorn turns the gelding and stands in the stirrups. He watches as Gyraet rides out to the
shoul der of the road and lifts his arm "They're ready in the rear. Colum forward!"

The orders ripple back, and, as the Mrror Lancers ride to the northwest, Lorn wonders once
nmore about what he plans. He is no better, and perhaps worse than the barbarians, for although
t hey sl aughter innocents, they were not born in Cyad.

The Cyadoran forces ride a kay or so farther, before the road swi ngs nore northward and toward
the stream but the road remains enpty.

Esfayl lifts a hand in salute as his Second Conpany passes Lorn, and turns due west on the | ane
or animal track that parallels the streamon the south side. Lorn returns the salute.

"No one ahead, ser," reports the scout who has pulled his nount around and besi de the sub-

maj er .
"Still?"
"No, ser."

The road curves out frombehind the hills and sl opes down for a hundred cubits, before tw sting
back around a hillock with trees spaced across it, clearly an orchard of sone sort, although the
linmbs are near enpty except for scattered and furled gray winter-|leaves. As the colum nears the
orchard, a figure-a lanky youth in a matted sheepskin jacket-stares frombehind a tree where he
has been enptying a sweetsap bucket. After a noment of silence, his nouth open, his eyes taking in
the lancers in their winter jackets and unifornms, he runs, yelling, around the hillside toward the
smal |l hut partway around its base, perhaps three hundred cubits to the west. Witish snoke rises
fromthe chimey of the hut. As he runs, the youth yells, "Denobns! \Wite denons!"

"Let himgo," Lorn says. "W need to get across the stream" He urges the gelding into a fast
wal k, aware as he speaks of a sweet odor in the air. Something fromboiling down the sweetsap?

He concentrates on the road, as it slopes downhill and curves back to the ford. There, the
browni sh water is alnost fifty cubits wide, and runs swiftly, nearly knee-deep on the nmounts, as
the lancers cross in pairs. The water is higher than normal, running through |eafless bushes on
both sides. The slope on the north side bears several sets of ruts and two or three sets of
hoof pri nts, not even recent.

The gel di ng sidesteps and whuffs at the top of the rise before the road resunes, and Lorn
gl ances around, but the crossroads is enpty. Lorn leads the colum to the left, westward toward
the t own.

The first dwelling west of the crossroads and toward the center of the small town is a single-
story hovel on the left side of the road, |less than twenty cubits back fromthe rutted track. It
has mud-brick walls and a thatched roof that is dark with age. A bearded nan, about Lorn's age,
peers fromthe window as if he cannot believe what he sees.

Hsst! Lorn's single firebolt goes through the man's neck, and there is a screamfromw thin the
house.

"Frig!"

"Mpj er neans to wipe '"emout..."

"...what they been doing to our folk for years..."

Lorn presses his lips together. He gl ances over his shoulder, but Gyraet and his Sixth Conpany
have already veered off fromthe nain body and quick-trot northward on the narrow farmlane. The
dust farther east and behind the colum shows that Rhalyt's First Conmpany is noving east toward
t he ditchworkers

"Quick-trot! Now" Lorn orders, and the three captains behind himecho the orders, which are
rel ayed by the squad | eaders.

As they ride westward, toward the town, even froma hal f-kay away, Lorn can see that the houses
are not set square to the road, or to the lanes, but al nobst haphazardly, with ranshackle
out bui | di ngs, and often piles of rubbish within kays of the dwellings. An odor, both rancid and
acrid, hangs over the place.

Lorn unsheathes the sabre, holding it in his left hand with the reins, for the nonment, the
firelance out and leveled in his right, as they ride toward the first clunps of dwellings.

"Cet the denons!"

Fromthe right, charging from behind an abandoned and roofl ess hovel, rides a group of
bar bari ans, perhaps a hal fscore bearing the Iong and dark iron blades of Hanmor. Ignoring the
superior nunbers of the lancers, they spur their nmounts toward the four-abreast front of Mrror
Lancers that is all the road permts.

"Short bursts!" Lorn says. "Short bursts!” He follows his orders with two quick hsssing bl asts.
One barbarian topples fromhis saddl e, and anot her |urches sideways into the nmount of the rider
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besi de him

Hsst! Hssst!

Lorn ducks a wildly-swng blade, then triggers a quick fireblast at a figure under a saggi ng
porch who is drawing a | ongbow. The man drops, and a snmall fire begins in the wooden pl anks around
his feet.

Lorn sees several figures running down a lane to the left and turns the gelding. "Third
Conpany... first squad! Follow nme!"

"First squad! Follow the majer!" Ensahl echoes.

Lorn urges the gelding forward, and within a hundred cubits he sweeps up on a running figure,
using the Brystan sabre and a hint of chaos as the man tries to throw hinself aside-too |ate.
Another man tries to duck behind a low tree, but Lorn directs a chaos-bolt fromthe firelance
t hrough hi s shoul der.

"Derons! They're everywhere!" screans a girl or a woman.

Lorn reins up to the side of the |ane, glancing past the house to his left where three |ancers
are riding down a pair of barbarians. A gray-haired woman throws herself froma raised porch, a
| ong dagger in hand, but the nearest |ancer tw sts away, and |levels his | ance. Hssst!

The wonman staggers, and his mate sl ashes down with a sabre.

Lorn turns. Two younger men, barely old enough to hold bl ades, charge from behind the side of
t he porch.

Hsst! The first goes down with a bolt fromlLorn's firelance. The second lifts his blade as if
to hurl it toward Lorn, but another |ancer rides by and cuts through the youth's shoulder with a
sabre.

Lorn leads the first squad along the | ane, catching sight of three men running from what
appears to be a smithy. "Get theml" He gestures for three lancers to ride them down, before
turning the gelding to his right to face a gray-bearded rider with a |l ong and anci ent blade. Lorn
does not attenpt swordplay, but drills a chaos-bolt through the man's chest, and rides past.

; A woman screanms and runs froma hut to grab a child, scooping himup in her arns and then
scranbl i ng back through a door that she slans shut.

Lorn passes the hutlike dwelling and turns to the left, paralleling the nain street, the first
squad riders following him They sweep the back |ane, finding and sl aying perhaps another six or
seven nmen, before Lorn regathers the scattered squad, and rides back to the main street or road
that parallels the stream where he reins up. The main road in the town has not even a square,
just several buildings clunped together, on both sides. Scattered along the roadsi de are bodies.
One is that of a wonan, a blade lying by her outstretched arm The others are all nen

Fl anes are already crackling fromseveral buil dings.

At the sound of mounts, Lorn turns and | ooks through the growi ng snoke as Ensahl brings in the
second squad of Third Conpany. "W cleared out the houses along the left side, ser. Quytyl and
Fifth Conpany did the right side."

Lorn gl ances at Ensahl. "Did you | ose anyone?"

"No, ser. Few slashes, nothing serious."

Lorn nods, and the air is silent except for the orders of officers and squad | eaders, and the
sound of flanes. The sub-mmjer glances up as another set of riders approaches fromthe west.
Esfayl reins up with perhaps a hal f squad.

Lorn waits.

"We're holding the east road, ser. About a halfscore tried to escape or send word. One tried to
go through the fields." After a nmonment, the curly-haired young captain adds, "W killed themall."

"Good." Lorn nods alnost reluctantly. "It's hard that way, but they won't be killing our wonen
and children."”

In tinme, Rhalyt appears, |leaving his conpany halted in a four-abreast formation. "W took out
the ones on the ditch, ser. Close to a score. A bunch of herders saw us, and got their nounts.

Al nost another score. W killed nmost of them but one rode east, and we couldn't get him"

"That can happen." Lorn pauses. "Did you | ose any | ancers?”

"Two wounded, ser. Not bad."

As Cheryk rides up, Lorn glances to the two undercaptains. "Rhalyt- you need to patrol the
| anes on the river side. Don't go into any nore houses. |f someone tries to use a bow, just use a
firelance. If they hide, use the |ance on sonething around the house that will burn it.

"Quytyl, you do the same thing on the side of the main street here away fromthe river."

"Cheryk will be gathering supplies and blades." Lorn gestures to the normally taciturn ol der
captain. "You know what supplies we'll need."

"Yes, ser."

"Take what food you can find quickly and put in on the captured mounts." Lorn swallows. "Water
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all the mounts, and nake sure everyone eats sonething. Don't |et anyone go off alone. Then burn
the barns and granaries."”

" Ser ?"

"We're not coming back this way, and if they don't have food, they'll not be riding south into
Cyador. "

Cheryk nods. Lorn can al so see the nod from Ensahl .

Mounted on the gelding, the Third Conpany's first squad behind him Lorn waits and watches as
Cheryk's men set to work and as another set of buildings begins to flare into flame. He tries not
to look at the scattered bodies, nostly bearded, that are strewn along the nmain street, and not at
that of the wonan.

He and the first squad slowy patrol the main street, waiting for Cheryk to gather supplies,
but they see no one, and hear no one, although at one point, Lorn thinks he hears sobs froma
shuttered dwel ling. He does not stop

The sun is into early afternoon when Cheryk reports. "W've got three captured mounts strapped
with bl ades, and ten with provisions we can use. Also ran into a few nore nen with bl ades."

"Did you | ose any | ancers?"

"No, ser. Nasty slash, but clean, for one. They weren't expecting us."

"No. There hasn't been an attack into Jerans in nore than a generation. They've forgotten what
our hol ders and herders face every year." Lorn pauses. "W need to tell the nen that it will get
tougher with each town."

"Yes, ser." Cheryk pauses, the glances across at Emsahl who has ridden up and waits. "Each
t own?"

"Each town we can nanage, as | said earlier. W're going as far as we can. W need to renove
not just the barbarians, but their blades and where they get them And no natter how fast we nove,
sooner or later, someone is going to discover we're coning. We'll take the west road, follow ng
the stream There's another town there, a good forty kays along. W'll stop short, and then strike
there tomorrow. " Lorn | ooks at the two ol der officers, first Emsahl, then Cheryk. "Are we ready to
nmove out ?"

"Yes, ser."
"You, Cheryk?"
"Yes, ser."

" Conpani es! Forward."

The colum of Mrror Lancers starts out the west road, riding through the swirling snoke and
the odor of death and charcoal

"White denons..." hisses a wonan fromthe shuttered wi ndows of the house twenty cubits to
Lorn's right.

W thout slowi ng, Lorn |l ooks at her and |levels the firel ance.

She does not nove fromthe wi ndow, nor does she wince. "Go ahead. Turn ne to ashes, brave
denon. "

"We don't kill children. Unlike your brave warriors, who gut wonen and small children."

"You took our |ands."

Lorn does not answer. He has no answer, for there is none. Hi s hands bear unseen bl ood, from
the old woman just killed by his lancers to the olive-grower's daughter in Biehl, yet he doubts
that any course he would take that m ght be effective would not shed sone innocents' blood. The
only real question is how he can shed the |least. He al so doubts that the ancients had many
choi ces, except dying or turning into barbarians, and the barbarians will always think the | ands
of Cyador are theirs.

"Denons..." hisses the wonan fromthe w ndow he has passed.

Lorn does not | ook back at the snoke curling into the sky, but keeps his eyes fixed ahead,
| ooking for men with bl ades, and for Esfayl's Second Conpany on the road before them

LXI'I

By late afternoon the cl ouds have thinned into a high haze, and the day has warmed consi derably,
enough that Lorn has taken off the winter jacket. The streamto the left of the road is running
deeper and faster, perhaps because the last of the snow is nelting.

Yet neither Lorn nor the scouts can see any signs of recent travel on the road itself, no new
tracks that would signify soneone fleeing themonly cart tracks several days old and a few
hoof pri nts. Have those who escaped the carnage at the first town fled eastward? Does no one expect
himto be headi ng northwest? Has he done sonething so unexpected that none know how to react?
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The road is a good ten cubits above the water alnost on a bluff overlooking a bend where the
current has dug a deep pool. Lorn glances at the stream now alnost a river, and the deep pool in
t he bend.

Then he gl ances at Ensahl, riding to his right. "You think that's deep enough down there to
cover fivescore bl ades?"

Ensahl smiles. "Deep enough, ser. Cood idea, too. Don't want to carry 'em and they'll likely
rust before they're found. If they' re found."

"I'f you'd send a messenger back to Cheryk?"

Enmsahl turns in the saddle. "Dwyt... the majer'd like to see Captain Cheryk up here for a few
monents. "
"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks down at the river bend ahead. While he'd wanted to carry the blades, it is a waste
of horses and can only slow them down. He wonders what sonme future peasant will think when the
river changes course and his plow runs intoiron... or will the plow just turn up red dust as it
cuts through the clay deposited over the years?

He shakes his head, riding northwest and waiting for Cheryk to join them

LXI11

Fromthe low hillside to the east of the second river town, Lorn studies the approach, fromthe
saddl e of the white gelding, his eyes flicking fromthe map to the town and back. He is flanked by
Ensahl, Cheryk, and Esfayl, whose eyes follow Lorn's in the early-norning |light. Munted behind
them are the other conpany officers.

Unlike the first town, the second town is nore regular. Some of the dwellings are white-
pl astered, and sone have tile roofs. Lorn can see a small square and what appears to be an inn
and beyond the town, fields with evenly lines of recently-turned dark soil.

"What do you think?" Lorn finally asks Emsahl

"Sweep through... slay those we can get. Fire the warehouses and the barns. Don't go house to
house. "

"And get the supplies and nounts we can," Cheryk suggests.

"And the blades." Lorn rolls the map and nods slowy. "Third and Fifth Conpani es cone down the
main road." He glances to his left. "Esfayl, can you circle ahead and block the road to the west?"

"Yes, ser."

"Go ahead and get your conpany noving. W'll give you sone tinme to circle out to the west."

Esfayl nods as he guides his nmount away fromthe others.

"Cheryk and Gyraet-you'll take the river wharfs and warehouses. You head around the front of
the hill, and then take the old road by the river." Lorn | ooks over his shoulder. "Rhalyt... your
company will follow me, and we'll go where we're needed. We'll start with Third Conpany."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn and the officers turn and ride back down the narrow trail past the herder's cottage where
five lancers watch over the herder and his famly to ensure that none escape to warn the town. The
bear ded nman | ooks inpassively at Lorn and the officers, then drops his eyes abruptly. The boy,
whose head does not quite reach his father's shoul ders, stares at Lorn. The grayi ng woman wat ches
her son. Al three project an air of disbelief, as if Mrror Lancers could not possibly be
attacking so far inside Jerans.

Lorn | ooks toward the road bel ow, al nbst wi shing he had not undertaken the whol e canpai gn, yet
he knows of no other way open to himto stop the increasing attacks of the Jeranyi. His |ips
twist. Then, he knows of no one else in Cyador who w shes the attacks to stop, or who wi shes such
enough to do sonething. If there were no attacks, many in the Mrror Lancers would feel that they
had no purpose. And the traders who supply the bl ades do not wish the attacks to cease, for they
woul d | ose golds. It seens that the only ones who wi sh the attacks to stop are the | ancers who die
and the poor folk of northern Cyador who are the victins.

Esfayl already has Second Conpany noving along the trail that circles the northern backsi de of
the ridgelike hill by the tinme Lorn reins up at the head of the columm of waiting Mrror Lancers.

Rhal yt reins in behind Lorn, then turns in his saddl e and addresses the two waiting squad
| eaders. "We're to followthe majer. Qur task is to deal with any problens. Keep your |ances ready
and use short bursts.”

Once Rhalyt finishes, Lorn nods and says, "W need to wait for a bit to let the others pass the
orders and get ready. Cheryk and Gyraet will be turning south once their conpanies clear the
hill." He cocks his head, listening for the orders fromthe other officers.
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"...taking the river wharfs and warehouses... turn left at the first crossroads..."

"...short bursts! Really short bursts."

The sub-majer and Rhalyt wait for Enmsahl and Quytyl to join their forces.

"Ser... do you think they'll have a force waiting sonewhere?"

"I don't know. W& didn't see anyone, and the town is open enough, w thout much in the way of
trees. So it will be hard to hide a |arge group of arnmsmen.”

"Ser!" Emsahl calls forward. "Third and Fifth Conpani es are ready!"

"Fourth and Sixth stand ready!"

"Columm forward!" Lorn raises his arm then lowers it, and urges the white gel ding forward.

Again, the road eastward between the narrow river and the hill is enpty, and the danpish clay
shows but a few wagon tracks and scattered and ol der hoofprints. A low fence of rails set between
pil es of stone flanks the road on the right and uphill side, then ends a hundred cubits short of
the first crossroads, distinguished mainly by the | ack of bushes or trees, nerely a flat area,
with a | ane wi nding around the west side of the hill on the right side of the road, and a rutted
way on the left.

As he and First Conpany near the crossroads, Lorn | ooks over his shoul der and can see Cheryk
and Gyraet |lead their conpanies southward, splitting the Cyadoran forces. He turns to Rhal yt,
"Have them go to four-abreast. The road is w de enough now. "

"Four - abreast. Four-abreast!"

Just past the crossroads, a kaystone on the right shoul der notes: Disfek, 2k. A single thatched
dwelling is nestled in a hollowto the right of the road a hal f-kay or so beyond the road marker.
Behind it is a long and | ow buil ding around which are gathered a handful of chickens that begin to
scatter as the columm of riders approaches. Sonmeone sl ans the gap-pl anked front door of the
t hat ched house, and then the shutters are closed frominside, |ong before Lorn and Rhal yt reach
the eastern end of the stone and rail fence that separates the unkenpt brown grass fromthe danp
clay of the road.

Less than two hundred cubits beyond the house with the chickens, a thin white-haired man turns
toward the sound of hoofs, gawks for a nmonment, and then runs, spindly-1legged, toward a white-
pl astered dwelling on the north side of the road that |eads toward the central square. "Wite
denons! Wite denons! Run! Hide! Wite denons!"”

"Denons ... 1"

Shutters and doors close along the wide road, and shouts echo between and beyond the houses,
rising well over the sound of hoofs.

Sormrewhere a bell begins to ring, clanging loudly and discordantly. From where, Lorn cannot say,
for he renenbers no belltowers or, indeed, any formof tower fromviewi ng the town either fromthe
hillside or earlier in his chaos-glass.

Lorn studies the nakeshift |anes between the houses that they pass. Abruptly, he catches sight
of barbarian warriors-nearly a score-trotting northward away fromthe center of the town and away
fromthe Third and Fifth Conpani es.

"Follow nme!" Lorn wheels the gelding down the |lane parallel to the road and urges his nount
forward into a pace faster than that of the barbarians.

"Follow the majer!" Rhalyt orders.

If Lorn can get enough ahead, then he can slow the barbarians with his firelance, enough for
Fi rst Conpany to catch up and attack. He also would far rather deal with armed warriors than
unar med nmen who ni ght be such

Lorn can see the Jeranyi riders only intermttently, over gardens and between scattered trees,
houses, and outbuil dings. The riders appear to be | ooking backward, but not to the | ane a hundred
or so cubits east, where Lorn and First Conpany are paralleling their progress and slowy noving
up.

After alnost a kay, he turns the gelding westward down another track that slants to the
nort hwest, angling toward the road carrying the barbarians. He is perhaps fifty cubits fromthe
road on which they ride when the first riders appear

Lorn levels the firelance and triggers it at the barbarian on the side of the colum closest to
him a fresh-faced rider barely a man. Hssst!

The young rider's upper shoulder flares into blackness, and he falls away from Lorn, his nount
shying into the rider to the west of him At the attack fromthe side, the bearded barbarian
besi de the man who fell, yanks the huge broadsword from his shoul der harness and turns his nount
toward Lorn. So do two other riders.

"Leave them " bell ows a voice

The Jeranyi riders turn toward Lorn, ignoring the orders. Behind him

Lorn can hear First Conpany nearing. Lorn triggers the firelance and lets fly with two nore
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short bursts. Hsst.' Hsst! One strikes the rider beside the warrior with the enornous broadsword
who bears down on Lorn

Hhssst! A longer burst fells the big rider, and the broadsword tunbles into the clay, but the
riders following are so close that he is suddenly using the | ance nore as a shield, and the sabre
to slide away the heavier and |onger iron bl ades, absently w shing he had both sabres out.

Still, he cuts through the Jeranyi force, then sees two nen starting to ride northward, away
fromthe battle.

Hssst.' The | ance bl ast drops one, but the second nan guides his nmount to the side of the road,
where he is shielded by a spreading, broad-branched tree. Lorn turns the gelding, and drops
anot her rider from behind.

Then he is blade-to-blade with a wiry and bearded nan. As a dagger knifes toward him Lorn
desperately throws pure mage-fire at the man, who col |l apses as his dagger slashes the |eather of
Lorn's jacket.

The sub-majer wants to wi pe his forehead, but concentrates on the swirling nmass of nounts and
men, except that the swirls subside, and all the riders who remain are Mrror Lancers. Two or
three other Jeranyi riders have slipped away fromthe nelee, but nost of the Jeranyi are dead.

Lorn blots his forehead, then | ooks down at the slash in his jacket, and the red on his tunic.
The slash across his ribs has barely broken the skin, but has resulted in enough blood to give the
i mpression of a nore severe wound.

"Are you all right, ser?" asks Rhal yt.

"I"'mfine. Careless and stupid, but fine." Lorn pauses. "How many did we |ose?"

"Two, ser, |looks to be," the undercaptain says. "Two others wounded."

"Strap the dead to their nounts for now. We'Ill have to bury themtonight. We can't carry them
all the way back to Inividra. Gather the blades, and any other weapons. W don't want to | eave any
around. "

Lorn finds a clean rag, gathers a touch of the black order, ignoring the headache it creates,
and lets it suffuse his scratchlike wound, then slips the cloth under his runic to absorb any | ast
drops of bl ood.

The Jeranyi living farther fromthe borders do not appear nearly so good w th weapons as those
who raid Cyador regularly, or they do not do as well when surprised, and if either is so, he
i ndeed has a chance to conpl ete his canpaign.

Once First Conpany has gathered the fallen blades and | ancers, Lorn rides back toward the
center of the town at a fast wal k, Rhalyt and his conmpany follow ng, with perhaps fifteen bl ades
strapped to a captured barbarian nount. Lorn glances fromdwelling to dwelling, but nost are
barred and shuttered, as if to resist a siege or the like. Mst are single-storied with plastered
wal | s, plaster over withies in nany cases, although one or two of the larger structures are of
whi t ewashed bri cks.

Emsahl and Quytyl hold the square, with three of the four squads stationed at intervals,
firelances out and | eveled. Several |ancers are carrying out food fromthe chandl ery, and | oading
it on packs fastened to a hal fscore of horses commandeered, Lorn suspects, fromthe stable
adj oining the inn.

"Ser?" Emsahl |ooks at the sub-majer as he reins up

"There were sone raiders-a squad's worth or so-trying to escape. W got nost of them"

"Ri di ng away?" asks Ensahl.

Lorn nods.
"Al nost a shane you have to run them down,"” ventures Quytyl fromthirty cubits away.
Lorn laughs bitterly. "Amazing how brave they are when they're killing people in our |ands and

when they have nore bl ades and nounts, and how they aren't interested in fighting when they're
out nunber ed. "

"Most people are like that," Emsahl suggests.

"I's everything going all right here?" asks Lorn.

"Local s cl eared out al nost before we got here. M ght have been that bell."

"Load up as quickly as you can. |1'mgoing to check the wharf area."

"Yes, ser."

The river is less than half a kay fromthe square, and, once nore, Lorn passes shuttered
houses, wonderi ng how many nen who m ght bear arms are hidden within. Yet there are too nany
houses for his men to break into each, not without risking | osses he can well do without.

Lorn reins up by the river wharf, where five bodies of men in gray - and - brown tunics lie
across the wharf, as if they had died trying to stop the lancers fromreaching the single flatboat
tied there. As Lorn surveys the wharf, Cheryk rides forward.

"What's in the flatboat?" Lorn asks.
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"Bundl es of wool, sonme tanned hides, two boxes of scented candl es, a dozen anphorae with some
sort of oil, and a strongbox with a hundred or so golds init."

"We'll need to keep the golds."” Lorn |aughs. "W night need themto pay the nmen."

"Best we hope not." Cheryk grinaces.

"Ser!" calls another voice.

Lorn turns in the saddle.

.; "I think you'll be interested in this, ser." Gyraet rides toward Lorn, gesturing toward the
| eat her - wr apped package strapped behind his saddle. "W found fivescore blades in the second
war ehouse. Fourscore, maybe five-, were from Hanmor. A score or so were cupridium sabres. No | ancer
mar ki ngs, either, so that I'd say they were forged for trade."

"Where's the trader?"

"Ah... he tried to escape. Wth those. | had to use a firelance."

"Are those his trading records?"

"Look to be, ser." Gyraet offers a grimsnmile. "If |I read "emright, sone of the blades being
used agai nst us were forged in Sumrerdock."

"W need to keep those," Lorn says. "Very safe.”

"You ought to carry themonce we get the blades | oaded and the stuff we want fromthe
war ehouses. "

"Whi ch war ehouse had the bl ades?"

"That one there-bl ades, sone of those polished iron shields that'll block a firelance, and
those axes with hooks." Gyraet gestures to the westernnost structure-snaller and ol der than the
one from which the | ancers are | oadi ng provi sions.

"Make sure it's burned to the ground," Lorn says quietly, "both of them"

"Aye, ser."

"W shoul dn't be staying here too long."

"What about the flatboat there?" asks Cheryk who rides out from behind the back of the
war ehouse.

"Burn it. Use the oils,"” Lorn says. "Are you al nost through here?"

"Yes, ser."

"Set everything afire and join the other conpanies in the square. We'll formup there, and ride
out." Lorn turns the gelding.

"...you hear that?... friggin' traders in Summerdock...'

"...do anything for a gold..."

"...our blood... their golds..."

As Lorn rides toward the square, Rhalyt and his First Conpany follow ng, again past houses with
shutters fastened, and sone few with doors flapping in the light wind, Lorn can sense a bri ef
chill of a chaos-glass, which fades al nost as quickly as it passes over him The gl ass rem nds
him once nore, that his efforts to protect Cyador are going to cause nore disruptions he had not
foreseen, as if everything in Cyador and Candar is tw ned together in a web where the slightest
tug on one side ripples the entire world.

Still, he wants to get out of Disfek and on the road toward Jera, for that is where he can do
the nost danmage, and perhaps find the greatest support for what he feels, but cannot prove.

As he nears the square, he can hear the crackle of flames and see dark snoke beginning to rise
into the sky, and the odor of burning wood and oils fills his nostrils. The Third and Fifth
Conpani es are re-forming into four-abreast colums in a square enpty except for bodies and
| ancers.

Lorn squares his shoulders. They have barely begun to do what nust be acconplished, and nore
than a hundred kays still lie before them

LXI'V

Lorn sits on a flat section of a stone wall by the side of the river road, under an oak that has
barely begun to show new spring | eaves and whose winter |eaves remain nostly gray. He reads
t hrough the sheets of paper and parchnent and bills of |ading that Gyraet had di scovered in the
river town of Disfek. He has to squint in the early twilight to nmake out sone of the words and
figures. A fewinsects chirp in the low grass sprouting fromunder the brown stalks left fromthe
previ ous year, and the occasional twirrp of a traitor bird berating sonme |ancer drifts to Lorn as
he reads.

"Ten sabres from Bl uyet House, Summerdock..." Lorn shakes his head. After his experiences with
Flutak or Baryat the olive-grower, he cannot say he is totally surprised. Sone traders and
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functionaries will clearly sell anyone or anything to nake golds. He takes a deep breath,
recalling the grower's daughter, and wondering how many other innocents will die as a result of
his efforts to nake things right.

"Right as you see them" he murnmurs to hinself, before checking the dates on the records. The
sabres were purchased recently-well after Lorn left Biehl, and after the Enperor's Merchanter
Advi sor was replaced, Lorn thinks, although he is not certain about when that had occurred.

" Ser ?"

Lorn | ooks up to see Ensahl, Gyraet, and Cheryk standing in the road. "Yes? | wanted to read
these... in case there was sonmething in there about blade sales in other towns."

"Ah, ser..." Gyraet begins. "I said | thought there were traders from Cyad selling blades to
the barbarians... and..." The captain shrugs.

"These two good captains had their doubts?" asks Lorn

"Yes, ser," answers Enmsahl.

Lorn flips back through the pages, then proffers a sheet to the senior captain. "This is the
first. There are about five... so far. I'mnot quite through themall."

Ensahl reads slowly, then hands the sheet to Cheryk. He looks at Lorn. "I'd be asking whet her

we m ght be better headi ng back."

"Aline of retreat?" Lorn raises his eyebrows.

"No | ancer conpany has been this deep into barbarian | ands."

"That's true, and if we have to, we can cross the river and take the south side back. Ri ght now
that woul d be npst unw se.”

"Unwi se?" asks Ensahl

Lorn snmiles, alnost bitterly. "Captain, surely you don't think that a few blades |ike this nean
anyt hi ng? Any trader could make a nistake. Besides, what difference does a halfscore or even a
score of bl ades nmake when there are so many barbari ans?"

"Ser!" Then Ensahl catches hinself.

"That is what 1'd be told right nowif we returned,” Lorn says. "A halfscore of blades forged
i n Sumrer dock mean not hing."

"He's right," Gyraet says. "They don't care if we |ose another score of |ancers because there
aren't enough firelance recharges. Wiy would a hal fscore of sabres forged in Sunmerdock change
anyt hi ng?"

"You knew this, ser?" asks Ensahl .

"I had a good idea. Al the barbarians we killed east of Biehl had Hanorian bl ades, but they
were new, and the traders were telling nme everyone was trading blades in Jera. 1'd seen a few
Brystan sabres earlier, and | thought there would probably be others." Lorn stands and shrugs,
taki ng back the sheet from Cheryk after the older captain reads it. "Tales don't nean nuch to
| ancer headquarters. The only thing they accepted was fifteenscore blades in the strongroom of the
conmpound, attested to by two enunerators.”

"So... we're hunting blades as well as Jeranyi, ser?" asks Enmsahl

"Both," replies Lorn wearily. "Both."

LXV

Al t hough a cool breeze blows out of the north, the nmorning sun that foreshadows sumer beats down
onto Lorn's back and neck, heating his whol e body, and he continually blots his forehead and face
as the Cyadoran force rides westward along the rutted river road toward the river town that the
ol der maps had nanmed as Berlitos. Since leaving the town of D sfek, they have swept through a
handful of haml ets and smaller towns, but have found neither armsnen nor blades, and only a few
score warriors, and they have been able to avoid using firelances, relying on torches and sabres.

Still, Lorn reflects, if they renobve a few score warriors here and a few score there, before
I ong, the Jeranyi will not be nearly so able or eager to invade Cyador

The trees are far thicker now, particularly on the north side of the river where the Cyadoran
force rides, and even farther north Lorn can see heavily wooded hills, with fields hewn fromthe
forests. The fields do not show signs of sprouts, and even the roadsi de grasses are nostly brown,
with few green shoots beneath. Because of all the trees and hedgerows even in the cleared fields,
Lorn has sent out nobre scouts to assure they are not surprised, but the reports he receives have
shown no signs of arnmed Jeranyi. The relative scarcity of people tends to confirmthe idea that
the Jeranyi do not attack Cyador from poverty or from having too many nouths and too little |and,
but for reasons unrelated to golds or food.

Ahead on the right shoulder is a kaystone-a | arge kaystone that Lorn can read from nore than
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fifty cubits away: Berlitos, 10 k. Fromhis maps, Berlitos is the only large town between his
force and Jera-and it lies on the eastern triangle of |and between the North and the South
Branches of the River Jeryna.

"Must be a big town," suggests Ensahl.

"The maps and the traders say alnost fiftyscore," Lorn says. "Sone don't live in the town, but
near by."

"Could raise a force there-a | arge one."

"We' || have to see what the scouts discover and report,"” Lorn replies.

At the second kaystone, one that says-Berlitos, 5 k.-Lorn gathers the officers. They al
di smount and he unrolls one of his maps to brief themunder the shade of a tree that resenbles an
oak, but is not, while he waits for the scouts to return

"There is a long gradual slope ahead, a giant ridge that ends in line of hills ahead, and the
town is on the flat below the hills. There is but one bridge, and that goes over the North Branch
of the river alnpst as soon as you ride down into the town. Esfayl, 1'd like you and Second
Conpany to hold the bridge. W'll all be there to take it, if necessary. Then we'll take the main
road right to the town square and then to the warehouse and trade district. W're not going to try
to slay anyone who doesn't attack us. Berlitos is far enough from Cyador that there aren't that
many barbarians fromit who ride against us. Here, we have a different task." He pauses. "W're
going to destroy the three traders' warehouses behind the river piers, and then burn them and the
piers.” He | ooks at Esfayl. "W'l|l have to | eave the bridge because we'll need that to get to
Jera."

"We're going on?" asks Rhal yt.

Esfayl w nces.

Lorn | ooks around. "I wasn't sure we could nmake it, but if we can take Berlitos w thout heavy
| osses, we're going to Jera. That's where all the blades are being ported, and on the way back we
can follow the West Branch of the River Jeryna to within thirty kays of Inividra." Lorn pauses.
"If we're in good shape we can even take out a few nore raiders from behind on our way back hone."

"Ser," says Cheryk, "here conme the scouts.”

Lorn turns and waits.

The I ancer scout reins up before Lorn. "Ser... on the end of the long ridge, mayhap four kays
west-that's where the road starts to go down into the town-there be a good fivescore barbarians
formed up."

"Did you see any others?" Lorn | ooks up at the |ancer

"No, ser."

"What sort of arns?"

"Mostly the big blades-sone with the pol eaxes that have the hooks on 'em And they're wearing
gray uniforns."

Lorn nods, even though he likes the idea of unifornms not at all. "Is it open ground there?"

"Fields in front of them but lots of trees on both sides of the road east and toward the
hills."

"So we can't circle thenP"

"Be hard, ser. Have to go through the trees."

Lorn gl ances at the map, then frowns. He | ooks at the scout. "Is there enough roomfor a squad
to ride by at an angle-say fifty cubits out, and then turn back westward?"

The scout frowns, and his eyes glaze, as if he is trying to visualize what he has seen. After a
monent, he clears his throat. "M ght be, ser.”

Lorn notions for the scout to nove his nount back. He turns to the officers. "Wat do we have
left in the firelances?"

"Maybe... three, four charges in each," suggests Gyraet. "Sonme wthout any, sonme pretty close
to fully charged."

"We'll formup... say a third of a kay back fromthem.. and if they don't charge, we send the
squads in one at atine... have themride in at an angle and di scharge their |ances across the
front..."

Ensahl smiles. "And if they break ranks, the squad comes back, and we take the barbarians on
the front?"

"If they charge," Lorn says. "I don't think they will at first. They've picked the best spot to
defend the approach to the town. The road narrows into a pass of sorts behind them There are
trees, and we can't bring all our lancers into the fight there. W'd get picked off if we try to
go through the woods. But if our lancers ride by, at around forty cubits, they can blast the front
rank of their arnsnen. |f they have those polished shields, then have them aimlower, and take out
the mounts. We'll keep sending a squad at a tinme, until they attack, retreat, or until we destroy
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them"

"You think they'll just stand there?" Cheryk frowns. "They won't know what we're trying at
first. 1'd guess they won't charge for the first squad or two." Lorn shrugs. "Then, who knows? I|f
we can pick off a score or so, if they charge, we can cut themup in wider fields beyond the
trees. If they hold or retreat, we'll keep using the firelances of a squad at a tine. At sone
point, if we're careful, they'Il either charge blindly or break." He stops and studies the faces

of his officers. "Any questions?"

"What sort of formation?"

"We'll ride there in columms of two, and formup that way, each conmpany besi de the next
starting on the right with First Conpany. Leave enough space so that, when they charge, if they
do, you can shift into four-abreast before we neet the charge."

After another glance around, Lorn shrugs. "W mght as well nount up and see what we face."
Wth a wy snile that he feels he is wearing too often, he walks to the gelding and swings up into
the saddl e. The officers also mount, and, shortly, the Cyadoran force rides eastward.

It is slightly before nidday when the Cyadoran forces reach the eastern end of the open spaces
and | ook westward along the road that is flanked by near-solid forest. The road itself is bl ocked
by al nost fivescore Jeranyi wearing grayish blue tunics-unifornms of sorts-and some bear |ong
Hanori an bl ades. Ot hers bear the |ong-handed billhooked axes that Captain Akytol had mentioned
years before when he had relieved Lorn at Jakaafra. They are nounted in a line running from about
twenty cubits fromthe woods on the north side of the road, to twenty cubits fromthose on the
south side, a line alnbst seventy cubits wide and two riders deep

Lorn watches as the Cyadoran forces formup by conpany, the squads side by side, so that each

conpany presents a four-abreast front. The Jeranyi still do not nove, but wait.

"First Conpany, first squad, forward and di scharge |ances at will!" orders Lorn

Lorn can al nost sense the Jeranyi puzzlement as a single squad rides out fromthe Cyadoran
forces, then angles toward the center of the Jeranyi Iine.

| Hsst! Hsst!... Perhaps twoscore firebolts rake the front riders of the Jeranyi. Lorn watches

carefully, and he sees no nore than half a score of those bolts hit before the first squad from
Rhal yt's conpany rides back to its position on the right flank

"First Conpany, second squad!"

Lorn watches closely as nore firebolts slash the Jeranyi. This tine, close to a score hit the
def enders, and he can sense the novenent anong the barbarian riders. "Emsahl... Cheryk... Third
and Fourth Conpani es- squads to four-abreast. Stand ready to charge.™

"Third Conpany..."

"Fourth Conpany ..

Esfayl's voice rises above those of the senior captains. "Second Conpany, first squad,
forward!"

"Fifth and Si xth Conpani es! Four-abreast! Stand ready to charge!" Lorn orders.

Esfayl's first squad has no nore than begun to discharge firebolts when the entire Jeranyi |ine
begins to nove forward, slowy, then into a full gallop. After but a few steps, the Jeranyi have
becone a ragged line with no cohesion

Even before the novenent is readily apparent, the veteran Cyadoran captains are issuing their
orders. "Forward! Discharge at will!"

"Concentrate the firelances on the riders with the axes!" Lorn orders. "Firelances on the
axes!"

"Firel ances on the axes!”

Dust lifts fromthe road and fromthe recently-tilled narrow fields flanking it, as the larger
Cyadoran force knifes toward the outnunbered Jeranyi.

Lorn forces hinself to hold back slightly, not to be in the absolute front of the line, but he
still drops two Jeranyi with his firelances, and easily ducks under a clunsy blade to dispatch a
third Jeranyi with his Brystan sabre. As he wheels the gelding, he realizes that the battle, if it
could be called such, is al nobst over

Hal f the Jeranyi have been wounded or downed before they reached the Cyadoran | ancers, and hal f
of those renmaining are felled by the nore experienced Mrror Lancers within nonents. The others
are so outnunbered that is not |long before they, too, lie across the road and fi el ds.

As he rides through the dust already settling in the early afternoon, toward his captains, Lorn
frowns. Are the only barbarians who can fight, those who live on the edge of the Gass Hills?

"More like a slaughter.” Cheryk is shaking his head as he watches the sub-majer ride up

"Send out the scouts. Let's make sure it's not a trap," Lorn orders. "And set up two of the
conpani es for attack in case another force arrives. Third and Fourth!"

"Yes, ser."
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"Si xth Conpany, guard the road behind us!"

"Quytyl! Have your men collect the blades and di spatch their wounded."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn renmi ns mounted, studying the road and the areas beyond, but the only riders who finally
near the Cyadorans are the scouts, riding along the road fromthe pass that | eads down into
Berlitos.

Lorn gestures for Emsahl, Cheryk, Esfayl, and Gyraet to join him and the four captains ride
over and rein up beside Lorn.

"Go ahead," Lorn tells the | ancer scout.

"There be a few folk on the bridge, ser, but it be like no one even knew we fought. W | ooked
down, and the wagons are noving by the river, and a rider or two be on the roads, mayhap a
carriage."

Lorn shakes his head and | ooks over the captains. "Let's take the town as we planned. Esfayl..
the bridge. Third and Fifth Conpani es-the square, Fourth and Sixth-the wharf area. First Conpany
on ne."

Wth a wy snile, Lorn realizes that Rhalyt and his nen are assisting Quytyl. "I think we need
to tell the undercaptains.” He turns the gelding and rides northward toward what had been the
right flank of the Cyadoran formation

"Ser?" asks Rhal yt.

"You | ose anyone?"

"One man, ser. One of those axes."

"What about their weapons?"

"There aren't any sabres. A few axes, but nobst are the big iron bl ades."

"Al'l right. The scouts say the town is undefended. W're going down, and First Conpany will
follow nme."

"Yes, ser.

"I"'mgoing to tell Quytyl his orders, and then I'll be back."

Rhal yt nods as Lorn eases the gelding nore northward until he reins up beside the other
undercaptain who is watching as two | ancers fasten blades to a captured nount.

"W didn't |ose anyone, ser," Qytyl announces. "Two wounded, though."

"Badl y?"

"One won't be fighting."

"Can he ride and watch the pack animal s? They both should."” Quytyl nods.

"You' |l be working with Ensahl to take the square-same as the last big town, D sfek or whatever
it was. So, as soon as you're finished, formup your nmen in colum behind Third Conpany."
"Yes, ser."

Lorn turns, then rides back toward Rhalyt and First Conpany. He blots his forehead and under
his eyes. Each day seens hotter, as if they were nearing m dsumer, even though it is but early
spring.

"Ready to ride, ser," announces Rhalyt as Lorn nears.

A lancer rides up al nbst sinultaneously and announces, "Captain Gyraet says Sixth Conpany is
ready to ride, ser."

"We'|l be riding shortly," Lorn tenporizes, his eyes and chaos-senses still surveying the field
and the trees beyond. Wile nothing feels exactly wong, it does not feel right, either, and Lorn
finds hinmself pursing his |ips.

Once the Cyadorans have re-formed and ride along the road that wi nds between two forested M1 s,
and then down the steeper grade toward Berlitos itself, Lorn continues to survey the hills, both
with his eyes and chaos-senses, despite the double nunber of scouts before the main force. Neither
he nor the scouts find any armsnmen on the descent.

The first dwelling the Mrror Lancers reach on the outskirts of Berlitos, not quite before the
road levels out, is set in a grove of sweetsap trees, and is long and narrow, with ancient and
heavy crosstinbers framng and bracing the door. The shutters are equally heavy, and old, and
fastened tight. Wiat | ooks to be a small stable is barred equally firmy

"Be hard to break in there," observes Rhal yt.

Lorn does not coment, but wonders why a town with houses built so sturdily has armsnmen so
inept. Or are the houses sturdy for that reason? He suspects he will never know.

At the base of the hill, Esfayl takes Second Conpany northward to secure the bridge-a | ong and
narrow stone-and-brick structure that angles fromone island in the placid North Branch to
another, and then to a stone pylon set in shallower water, before turning again and rising
slightly to a low bluff on the northwest side.

The bridge is enpty so far as Lorn can see.
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The remai ning five conpanies ride westward along the wide dirt road, |eaving the enpty bridge
for Esfayl.

Unli ke the dwellings they have seen el sewhere, those in Berlitos are all of wood, tinbered
dwel I i ngs painted bright colors and resting under nore trees than Lorn has seen since he had been
assigned to the Accursed Forest years before.

"Sturdy dwellings," observes Rhal yt.

"We might be able to burn this town, but | don't think we want to take it house by house," Lorn
says.

"If that's the way they fight, do we need to burn it?" asks Rhal yt.

Lorn does not answer as he urges the gelding in the direction of the town square, past nore of
the barricaded dwellings and outbuildings. Al the noise, all the dust, cones fromthe | ancers.
The dwel lings are silent.

As the conpanies enter the town square, Lorn gestures to Cheryk. "Go on to the warehouses and
the wharf! First Conmpany and | will neet you there."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn reins up and surveys the town square. In the center of the square is a six-sided brick-
faced platformroughly fifty cubits on a side. The sides are a cubit-and-a-half above the dirt and
clay of the road that circles the platform There is no railing, and no discernible purpose for
the platform The buil dings around the square are all heavy, two-story tinbered structures- |ike
the rest of Berlitos, seem ngly inpregnable without the Mrror Lancers spending forever battering
their way in.

"Have the conpany hold here,” Lorn tells Rhalyt before riding toward Ensahl. The sub-nsjer can
see a chandlery, a cooper's shop, a weaver's, perhaps a fuller's, before he reaches the senior
captain. Lorn reins up and gl ances at Emsahl.

Enmsahl shrugs.

"The wood here is old," Lorn ventures.

"It will burn.”

"Burn it. Use torches,” Lorn commands. "As nmuch of the square as you can, then ride your
conpanies to the bridge." Part of Lorn's conmand is out of pique, and part is out of a feeling
that the Jeranyi nmust not be allowed to think they can hide behind heavy walls and nock Cyador

"Yes, ser. Probably the best way to handle this place."

"I"'mtaking First Conpany to the wharfs. We'll neet you at the bridge."

"Torches!" Ensahl orders as Lorn turns back to Rhalyt and First Company.

"Ser?" asks the undercaptain.

"We' || ride to the wharfs-it's only a half a kay south."

"First Conpany!" Rhalyt orders. "Forward..."

Lorn | ooks at the buildings beyond the square. They, too, are nmssive tinber structures-nassive
and ol d.

Unli ke the buildings in the town square, the doors to the three warehouses that stand behind
the river wharfs are all open, and | ancers are carting out some provisions-and bl ades.

Gyraet rides to nmeet Lorn. "The warehouses here are nostly enpty, ser. Doors were open. Not a
soul here. Some wool, sone hides, sone barrels of oils, a halfscore of barrels of salted neat."

"And no traders?"

Gyraet shakes his head. "They |eft sone bl ades-al nost tenscore, but there are no records, and
it doesn't ook Iike there were any."

"Any nore cupridium sabres?"

"A score, perhaps.”

"We'| | keep those, and | want you and the captains to sign a paper saying that we found and
dunped into the river the other ninescore blades. Actually, we'd better list all the blades we've
dunped, fromthe first town onward." Lorn's lips twist. "Then... have a half-squad ride over to

the bridge-Esfayl should have it in hand-and one of the lancers should use a weighted rope to find
the deepest point off the bridge."

"Yes, ser."

This time there were bl ades, but no records.

"Ensahl is firing the square, and the buildings around it will catch fire soon. Can you finish
here qui ckly?" asks Lorn. "Use torches to fire the warehouses."”

Gyraet |aughs. "We're near finished already. Not that nuch here."

"Good. Let ne know when your conpany and Cheryk's are ready to ride."

Lorn turns his nount, back toward the town square. As he | ooks northward, in the direction of
thin lines of black snoke and the fires that will rage before | ong, and toward the bridge he
cannot see, the bridge that will lead to Jera, Lorn is not even sure they have taken Berlitos so
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much as killed some inept armsnen, ridden through the place, |ooted and burned a few warehouses
and the center of the town and ridden on. He wonders whether he is nmaking an enornous mstake in
pushi ng on toward Jera.

Yet the weapons have to cone from sonewhere, and go to soneone who can use them and he has to
stop the easy flow of blades. If he can

He shakes his head.

LXVI

To the south of the bivouac, the River Jeryna runs snmoothly, its now deep waters dark in the
twilight. Somewhere out in the canp, Lorn can hear the twirrrp... of another of the ubiquitous
traitor birds scolding sone |ancer. A few spring insects chirp down by the river bank, and in the
greeni sh purple sky, stars are begi nning to appear.

Lorn opens his saddl ebags, and his fingers slide over the cool surface of the silver-covered
book of verse. Even in the warm evening, after a hot day's ride, with the sun poundi ng down on the
saddl ebags, the book is cool. For a nonment, his fingers rest on the cool surface, and he thinks of
Ryal t h-and Keri al

A faint snmile comes to his lips.

Then, with a long slow breath, he extracts the soap he will take down to the river, and cl oses
the saddl ebag. His eyes lift into the clear night sky, seeking stars he cannot identify, for there
is no chart of which are-or were-the Rational Stars.

Had the ancient witer felt as Lorn did, |ooking back as the snoke and flanes engul fed the
forested town of Berlitos? Had that ancient wondered why he had to do what he di d? Had he asked
hi msel f what difference his actions would nake?

Lorn drops his eyes fromthe faint stars of twlight and | aughs, a soft bitter sound, but |oud
enough for hinself.

O course the ancient witer had wondered. That is why so many of the verses are nel ancholy,
why so many convey a sense of futility.

Lorn shakes his head. He can but do what he feels best, and he knows that blades com ng from
el sewhere to Jera are killing lancers for no good reason except to fuel and justify ancient hates-
and perhaps to fatten the purses of traders who care little for the nen whomtheir trades kill.

LXVI |

In the norning light, the brown waters of the River Jeryna swirl through the bushes hal f-subnerged
at the water's edge. Farther offshore, the currents occasionally show eddi es and whirl pool s that
appear and di sappear, but there is no white water on the | ower reaches of the river, just a nuddy
expanse of brown a good two hundred kays wide and thirty deep. By |ooking along the river that
flows to his left, Lorn can see touches of gray-blue on the horizon-the Northern Qcean

If his maps and cal culations are correct, they are within ten kays of Jera, and before |ong
they shoul d be seeing increasing nunbers of steads and dwellings. He shifts his weight in the
gel ding's saddl e and gl ances back along the river road at the colum of Mrror Lancers, then back
at the road before him A grassy swale drops away on the right side, then rises into a | ong grassy
sl ope for grazing-but there are no sheep or cattle anywhere to be seen

As Lorn rides around the sweeping curve that brings the road to the right and nore northward,
he sees another of the stone-and-rail fences to the right of the river road, but all is still as
t he Cyadoran colum rides toward the fence and the buildings behind it.

"Anot her enpty stead," observes Gyraet, whose Sixth Conpany rides in the van with Lorn for the
day. The captain inclines his head to the right toward the slab-tinmbered farmdwelling on the | ow
sl ope north of the river road. There are three outbuildings of various sizes, but even the chicken
shed seenms to have been enpti ed.

Behi nd the buildings, the spreading trees, and the low slope are rolling hills, and then,
perhaps five kays northward, the steeper but still-forested slopes that nmark the boundary of the
H gh Steppes. "All of them have been enpty for the last day," Lorn replies.

Wrd of the Cyadoran force has spread throughout Jerans-or at |east along the river. The
dwel I i ngs near the road are all abandoned. Lorn can see thin lines of chimey snoke rising into
the green-blue sky fromthose houses on nore distant hillsides, but the scouts have reported that
every holding is either enpty or shuttered and barred. Yet the scouts have seen no evi dence of
regul ar arnsnmen or barbarians, nor any tracks in the |anes and roads.

Lorn stretches as best he can in the saddl e and takes a deep breath.
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M dnorning still finds Lorn and the Cyadorans on the river road, but Lorn can see a distant
outline of several ships in the harbor and the gray-blue of the Northern Ccean beyond. The road
has al so carried themcloser to the steep hills that border the port city to the north-and to a
kayst one, whose inscription is clear enough: Jera, 5 k

"Seens |ike the |ast five kays have been ten," Gyraet says.

"Or fifteen," Lorn says with a laugh. He gl ances ahead toward two figures in white riding
around the curve of the road. "Send a nessenger to sumon the officers." He and Gyraet keep
riding, leading the colum toward Jera along the dusty road that holds few tracks, and those
mai nly of heavy wagons.

Ensahl and Cheryk arrive within nonments. Both glance at Lorn

"We' || keep riding until the scouts and the other officers arrive," Lorn says.

Esfayl and Rhalyt are next, followed by Quytyl, who has barely reined his nount into a walk
behi nd the nore senior captains when the scouts ride in and turn their nounts to ride al ongside
Lorn and Gyraet.

"What did you find?" asks the sub-majer

The gray-bearded ol der | ancer speaks first. "Roads are clear, ser, |like everyone's fled. No
tracks like arnsnmen or barbarians. More wagon tracks than we' ve seen before.”

"You think traders are trying to pack their goods and flee?"

"Coul d be..."

"\What about the city?"

"Less snoke fromthe chi meys than you' d see nost days," answers the ginger-bearded scout.
"Didn't see no folk or nounts about, except around the wharfs-that was fromthe hill a couple kays
fromthere, and it was hard to tell, but the port part seened busy, ser."

"No armsmen?" Lorn wants to be sure.

"None we saw. "

The sub-majer turns in the saddle. "This time we're going straight for the ocean piers and the

war ehouses. " He gl ances across the faces of the captains. "W'll worry about the city later." At
the puzzl ed expression that crosses Quytyl's face, and Cheryk's worried frown, he adds, "W're
after all the blades and the traders. They're trying to escape. The city will still be there, but

they may not."

"And their records won't be, either," suggests Gyraet. "Sub-nmajers need things like records to
take back to conmmanders who haven't been in the field. Wthout proof, in a year, they'll forget,
and we' Il be facing nore cupridium bl ades from Summrerdock-with fewer firel ance charges."

Enmsahl nods slowy.

"The river road runs straight to the piers, right along the river," Lorn explains, "and once we
get close, we'll go to four-abreast. First Conpany, nove up. You'll follow nme." Lorn reflects that
on this canpaign he has effectively followed Dettaur's directive, by alternating his own comand
between the First and Fifth Conpanies. Then, Dettaur will be furious when he discovers what Lorn
has done-if Lorn survives to report his actions.

"Once we get closer, I'll give nore orders, but, renenber, we want to take the harbor and the
war ehouses first."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks at the scouts. "You need to head back out and see if there are any arnsnen or
barbarians forming up to attack-or defend."

As the scouts ride off, Lorn still wonders at the lack of resistance. O wll the Jeranyi wait
until he has alnobst returned to Inividra, without firelance charges, before they nount a fina
attack? He shrugs to hinself.

Roughly a kay later, the road sweeps upward perhaps twenty cubits over the distance of half a
kay and northward. At the top of the low rise, the harbor and Northern Ocean stretch out before
Lorn, with the city's buildings and dwellings set on an incline to his right, and the warehouse
and harbor directly before the riders. To the left, the river widens so that it is difficult to
tell exactly where the river ends and the harbor begins

Less than a kay ahead is the first section of the stone riprap of the seawall, and there two
redstone pillars flank the road. The pillars are without gates or a gatehouse. Riding up the
incline fromthe seawall are the two scouts, noving at alnost a gallop

As Lorn starts down the incline toward the approaching scouts, he can feel the wind shift from
barely a flutter to a strong breeze out of the northwest, bearing the scent of salt air and the
| ess appetizing odor of dead fish. He gl ances upward, but the sky remains hazy, a white film
covering the clear green-blue that he had seen earlier in the norning.

The scouts ride in beside Lorn and begin to report, even without waiting for an order. "Arnsnen
ahead, ser. Maybe twoscore-with boards and bl ades."
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"How far?"

"A kay, mayhap, beyond the pillars, but afore the warehouses, it |ooks to be."

" Shi el ds? What ki nd?"

"Sort of look like Mrror Shields."

Lorn glances at Rhalyt. "Send a nessenger to have the captains join nme here again for a few
noments. We aren't stopping."

"Yes, ser." The undercaptain turns and relays the nessage.

Lorn studies the road and the harbor. While he cannot be sure, there appear to be two vessels
still tied up at the long spindly pier that juts well out into the harbor. There are carts and
people jostling toward the pier, and a reddi sh block of figures that nmust be the arnmsnen the
scouts have reported. The sub-nmjer keeps riding.

Ensahl and Cheryk arrive first. Then cone Esfayl and Gyraet, and finally, once nore, Quytyl.

They are less than a hundred cubits fromthe redstone pillars when Lorn begins to talk.
"There's a conpany or nore of arnmsnen trying to block us fromthe harbor. They've got polished
mrror shields and arnor. Wio has the nost firel ances worki ng?"

"We do, | think," ventures Cheryk.

"I'd like you to take the | ead. Have your nmen aimthe firelances for the nounts. Bring them
down quickly. I'mgoing to take First Conpany and Second Conpany and get behind themif we can."
Lorn gl ances toward Esfayl, then Rhalyt. "You ready for that?"

"Yes, ser."

"Fourth Conpany to the fore! Fourth Conpany to the fore!" Cheryk's deep voice rises over the
sound of hoofs and nounts and | ancers nurnuring.

Lorn turns to Rhalyt and Esfayl. "Once we pass the pillars, nove your nen to the right
shoul der. When | signal, have themfollow ne."

"Yes, ser."

"Gyraet and Ensahl ... you support Cheryk."

"Yes, ser," reply the other two captains.

Lorn eases the gelding to the right to pass through the stone pillars. To his left is a long
line of rose-thorns covering a brick wall of alnpbst five cubits. Behind the wall is a short open
space, and behind that, the brick-walled backs of older buildings, few w th wi ndows, sone
shuttered, others boarded.

As the Mrror Lancers ride toward the harbor wharfs and warehouses ahead, al ong the uneven
cobbl est ones that have replaced the dirt and clay of the roadbed beyond the pillar gates, the
echoes of their nmounts' hoofs clatter into the pale mdday. The high thin clouds of norning have
t hi ckened just enough nore to blunt the sun's light into a bright haze.

Ahead is a line of armsnen, nounted, and three-deep. As the scouts have reported, each wears a
breastplate, arnmored gauntlets, and a crinson tunic. Al bear shimering mrror shields and iron
bl ades | onger than sabres, but shorter than the massive barbarian bl ades.

"Lancers!" calls a voice. "You let the nmerchants depart, and we'll |eave the city to you!"
"You surrender and | et us have the nerchants, and the ships, and we'll spare you!" Lorn
counters.

"Prepare to die!" calls back the voice

Lorn turns to the senior captains. "Cheryk! Renenmber! Use the firelances we have left on the
nmount s! Bring them down!"

"Fourth Conpany! Prepare to discharge firelances. Aimat the nmounts! At the nounts!"”

As Cheryk orders his nmen, and Gyraet and Quytyl nove up their |ancers, beyond the nassed
arnsnen, along the wharf, Lorn can see figures scurrying out of one of the warehouses. "First
Conpany! Second Conpany! Follow ne!" He turns the white gel ding back along the first lane to the
north, past the side of what appears to be a tannery, away fromthe barrels and the stench, and he
wonders why the Jeranyi ever allowed a tannery in the city itself. Beyond the tannery, he turns
the gel ding westward on the enpty street, half nud and half anci ent cobbl estones, past a |arge
cooper's shop, and then past a building that is but half-built.

Sone five hundred cubits farther westward, alnost to where the street ends in a brick wall, he
finds a side |ane, between a cabi net-nmaker's and an unnmarked structure, and rides through it. As
the gelding quick-trots out of the alleylike |ane, a gray-haired wonan dashes to escape, but the
gel di ng knocks her to one side. Lorn hopes she can get clear of the riders that follow

He turns the gelding to his right, toward the first of the warehouses and the | ong and angl ed
pi er beyond that which he has seen so often in his chaos-glass. Figures are noving, sSome running
toward the pier and the ship beyond. The three-masted ship at the end of the pier is red-hulled-
Hanori an.

"Rhal yt-take the second squad and bl ock the pier-don't |l et anyone on it-if you can. Keep anyone
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from boardi ng that ship! First squad, stand by ne!"

As Rhalyt rides up with the first squad of first conpany, the undercaptain starts to separate
out the second squad, and Lorn quickly surveys the seawal|l and the harbor. A blue-hulled vesse
has left the pier and, in the darker water beyond the i mredi ate harbor, spread its sails.

Lorn waits until he sees the first part of Second Conpany. "Esfayl, attack the arnmsnen fromthe
rear!"”

"The arnsmen fromthe rear. Second Conpany!" orders Esfayl, turning his nount back toward the
battle.

"First Conpany, first squad!" Lorn rides toward the pier and toward the end warehouse where a
figure in gray runs with a torch toward the building. Lorn lifts the firelance, and triggers it.
The man who had been running toward the warehouse with the torch, pitches forward into the clay,
and the torch drops on the cobbl estones.

Lorn keeps riding toward the pier, his squad alnbost up to Rhalyt's as they pass the end
war ehouse. Behind him he hears shouts, the hsst of firelances, and the sound of netal on netal.

"Frig! Bastards are behind us!" yells someone.

"Quarter! Quarter!"

"No quarter! No quarter!"™ Lorn yells, turning and trying to send his voice back toward the
pitched fight. "They' |l be sending blades to kill you in a year! No quarter!"

He hopes his words are heeded, but he rides toward the nmerchant or factor running beside a
heavy-1aden handcart filled with wooden footchests. The cart and nerchant have al nost reached the
foot of the pier, when the bearded man | ooks back. The factor or trader-in a gold-trimed crinmson
tuni c-then begins to sprint toward the pier, |eaving the handcart. Two guards scranble after him

The two porters in gray abandon the cart and scranble off the cobbl estones of the wharf road
toward the gap in the brick wall beside the |ast warehouse. For the first time, Lorn spurs the
gel ding, and the white responds, his hoofs clattering on the stones.

Lorn lifts the firelance, aining it toward the fleeing nerchant.

One of the guards stops and turns, then lifts his big blade. He sees the firel ance and junps
off the side of the seawall into waist-deep water. The second guard sprints onto the single |ong
pi er, past the slower and heavier nmerchant, his | egs punping as he dashes around abandoned
handcarts and shoves an older nan in maroon into a bollard. The nan totters, then plumets into
the gray water of the harbor

Lorn triggers the firelance. Hssst! The bolt strikes the wooden planks of the pier seaward of
the merchant. "Trader! Halt or die!"

The trader | ooks to the end of the pier, where his fornmer guard junps across the w deni ng gap
bet ween the Hanorian ship and the pier, grabbing a dangling |ine which has been cut, for the other
end of the line dangles fromthe last bollard on the pier. Then the trader stops and shrugs,
hel pl essly, lifting his arns.

Lorn watches for a nonment, then shakes his head. He can do not hing about the tradi ng vessels
that have escaped. Slowy as the last ship pulls away fromthe end of the long and narrow pier, it
will be beyond the range of his firelance by the tinme he can reach the pier's end. He can only
hope that what he needs is anpong the abandoned bags, bales, and handcarts on the pier, and the

street that borders the pier and seawall. He turns the gel ding.

"Rhal yt! Take the pier, and nake sure that no one nakes off with any of the bags or carts! And
guard that trader in crinson. Don't |et himescape or kill hinself."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn turns the gelding, and the first squad follows himas he rides back toward where the
arnsnen and the | ancers had been fighting. He winces as he sees the nunber of nounts |ying across
the street. As he nears, the last arnsman in crimson falls to an attack of three |ancers.

Lorn reins up, |ooking around. Except for the dead Hanorian arnsnmen, all those remaining at the
eastern end of the street flanking the seawall are Cyadoran | ancers.

Cheryk rides forward. "Lost near-on a halfscore, ser. They were better than any we've faced."

Lorn nods. "I'msorry. But we couldn't |eave themhere to provide a guard for nore shipnments of
bl ades. "

"No, ser. Not after all we've done."

Esfayl eases his nount toward Lorn. "Ser?"

"Are your nen in order?"

"Yes, ser."

"I"d like you to find as nuch lanmp oil as you can,"” Lorn orders. "Around here, if you can

ng sone of it to the long pier out there, and sone to the warehouses."

Esfayl raises his eyebrows.

"We're going to burn the piers before we | eave." Lorn nouth twists into the smle he dislikes.

Br
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"It's harder to land blades if you have to bring themin by boat. And the warehouses, once we take
anyt hi ng we need."
Gyraet rides up. "We're going through the nearer warehouse, ser. Spidlarian, |ooks |ike."

"See what you can find, quickly, and records, if you can." Lorn |ooks back at Ensahl. "Can you
and Fifth Conpany stand guard while we do what has to be done?"

"Yes, ser."

"We'll try to be quick."

Lorn rides back along the seawall. In a way, he feels ineffectual, for it seens as though al

he has done is ride back and forth.

Rhal yt's | ancers are escorting a bearded figure in crinmson fromthe foot of the pier toward the
front of the |last warehouse, a three-story tinber structure that still flies the ensign of Hanor.
The trader's hands are bound behind him and there is a slash across his cheek

"W got him ser, and sone others who might be traders."

"Hold himthere, and don't |let himnear the warehouse." Lorn rides toward the foot of the pier,
and the abandoned handcart filled with footchests, where he disnounts, absently handing the
gelding's reins to the nearest |ancer. He steps to the handcart, and the chests, then notes the
heavy | eat her bags beneath the footchests. He | eans forward and nanages to wench one free. The
wei ght and sound of coins confirmhis suspicions. He notions to Rhalyt, who has renai ned nount ed.

" Ser ?"

"We'|l need a guard here. Several."

Lorn | ooks back at the four chests, then lifts the top one and opens it, running through the
papers. He shakes his head. They will need a wagon. It will take nore time than he dares take in
Jera to sort through the records.

"Rhalyt," he calls again. "W need to find a wagon to carry this, and any supplies we can use
See if you can have one of the squad | eaders round up one and sone team horses."

Rhal yt nods.

Lorn renmounts the gelding and | ooks out into the harbor, where the Hanorian trader has al so
spread its sails. He shakes his head again, then rides the short distance to the end warehouse,
the Hanorian one. He disnounts and ties the gelding to a post by the door. Rhalyt al so disnounts
and follows him

In the front room are open wooden cases, one is half-filled with long dark iron bl ades, coated
with oil and wax. The other nine cases have not been opened.

Lorn counts the blades in the open case-over a score. "It |ooks Iike there are over twentyscore
bl ades just here.”

Two lancers slip in, and Rhalyt notions to the door. "Best you check the roons before the
maj er."

The graying veteran nods and steps through the doorway. After several noments, he returns. "No
one there, ser."

Lorn and Rhal yt enter the storage section of the warehouse. Sonme of the racks are enpty, but
nost of the goods have been left in the warehouse. Lorn sees bolts of cotton, anphorae which nay
contain olives or oils, barrels of dried fish, dried fruits, even sone barrels of clay from Biehl

"Ser!" Rhal yt gestures.

Lorn rejoins the undercaptain, before whomare two wooden cases, each lettered in a grayish
greasel i ke paint: sabres, cup., 2 sc., Sndck

"Fourscore |l ancer-type sabres-made fromcupridium" Lorn says. "W'Ill need to take these back.
We' || have to cart them and the other blades out front."

Lorn steps back out fromthe storage area into the side roomwhere his glass had shown that
records had been kept, but the roomis bare except for a flat table and a chair. Marks in the
floor dust show where chests had been.

"Ser," calls one of the lancers, "Captain Esfayl is here with a wagon."

Lorn hurries out into the still-hazy afternoon sun. Two | ancers stand by the bound trader, and
beyond them Esfayl is nounted beside a four-horse team The |arge wagon behind the teamcarries
ei ght huge barrels of lanp oil. Esfayl grins at Lorn. "W got the oil, ser."

Lorn grins back, nonentarily. "We'Il use six on the pier, and one each for the two | arge
war ehouses. There's oil in this one, anyway. Have your men space the barrels evenly along the
pi ers-one at the outermost end. Put a small hole in each and roll themin so that the oil spreads
over the wood. Then, 1'll go out and set themafire."

Esfayl nods.

"We' || use the wagon for the bl ades and the coins and supplies-and the records we've gathered.
Leave it here so Rhalyt's nen can load it."

As the | ancers begin to unload the barrels and roll them along the rough cobbl estones toward
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the pier, Lorn turns to the Hanorian trader. "You seemto have a prosperous warehouse here-
especially in bl ades.™

The Hanorian trader, his hands tied behind him spits on the cobbl estones. "You are a worthl ess
pi ece of dung... a nan whose mind is as narrow as the |ance you carry."

"If I didn't need you to deliver a nessage.... you'd be dead," Lorn says quietly. "I night burn
of f your right hand, though, if you aren't silent."

The trader closes his nmouth, and his eyes radiate hate.

"Cyador doesn't |ike Hanorian traders maki ng golds off blades that kill its lancers." Lorn
fixes his eyes on the trader. "Think |Iong about why we're here. W're going to | eave you here.
Soneone will find you, I'msure, and you can explain everything."

The bearded trader |ooks down.

"Ch, | know you won't explain it to the locals." Lorn |aughs. "They m ght cut your throat. But
you're going to have to explain it to your backers, and perhaps to the Enperor of Hamor." He
shrugs. "You might get away with not telling them.. until the Mjer-Comrander of Mrror Lancers

conveys the same nessage to the Hanorian traders in Cyad. He nmight even nmention that you' d been
told." Lorn offers a nasty snile

"I will convey your nessage, but you are but an inpetuous young majer, and you w |l change
not hing," the trader says slowy. "Lancers conme, and |ancers go, and nothing changes."

"I won't change the hearts of traders," Lorn admits. "You'll always place a gold above a
life... but I just nmight change where you trade for those golds."

The bearded trader |ooks down.

"Tie up his legs and | eave himon the edge of the seawall, out of the way. And have soneone
check all those bags, for golds or trading records." Lorn wal ks to the gelding, where he pulls out
the firelance. Then, carrying it carefully, he makes his way out to the end of the |long and
spindly pier... setting his boots carefully on the slippery wood. At the end, he |ooks out to the
Nort hern Ocean, but both trading vessels have vanished into the Iimtless gray-blue expanse.

He turns and lowers the lance. Hssst! Fromthe small firelance-bolt flanmes |ick upward and
across the wooden planks. Lorn wal ks back toward the shore. He uses the firelance nearly a
hal fscore of tines, although nuch of the chaos cones fromwhat he draws as a nagus, and his head
aches, and his eyes water by the time he steps off the end of the pier. The seaward end is already
a raging blaze, and the sea breeze carries the heat inward.

"The warehouses... they're ready," Rhalyt calls. "W've also got the chests and bags in the
wagon, and sone dried neat and hard cheese-and the boxes of sabres. We can't fit all those bl ades
in the first wagon."

"Let's see if your squad |leaders can find another." Lorn tilts his head. "Did your nmen nake
sure they got oil on the wall tinbers as well? And everyone's out of the warehouse?"

"Yes, ser."

After three firelance-bolts, one side of the warehouse is in flanes, and the crackling orange
flanmes and bl ack snmoke rise into the hazy afternoon sky.

Lorn has Rhal yt repeat the process with the warehouse of the Spidlarian traders.

Then he gathers the captains. "Now we'll nove toward the city square closest and up the hill
Bring torches. Keep saving the firelances. W're going to burn anything else that will burn as we
| eave," Lorn orders the captains. "I want it to be a long, long tine before traders can nake gol ds

bringi ng bl ades here."

He remounts the gelding and waits as the Mrror Lancers re-form and as the three wagons that
they have gathered are lined up. Behind himthe flames nount-because the traders will stop at
nothing to gain golds, and he has but one chance to halt their killing trade.

LXVI | |

In the late afternoon, Lorn glances downriver and back at the clouds of black-and-gray snoke that
have drifted across both the river and the harbor, the result of the flames that continue to
consune the city that had been Jera. Wth all the trees and the old wooden structures, with few of
stone or brick, Lorn doubts nuch will remain by norning. The decaying port town had been little

nmore than a collection point for Hanorian and Spidlarian traders to drop off arms.... but it
doubt| ess had been home to many, who will suffer fromhis actions. Some are innocent, insofar as
anyone who benefits fromliving in a city that prospers fromtrade in killing inplenments is

i nnocent .

H's eyes go to the rear of the colum and the wagons that creak after the Mrror Lancers. The
first wagon is filled with chests containing golds and silvers, nore than five thousand gol ds at
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rough count, and all sorts of trading records that Lorn nust read. The second hol ds weapons-
Hanmori an | ongswords and Brystan sabres-as well as the cases of unused and recently-forged
cupridium sabres clearly forged in Cyad-w thout |ancer nmarkings. The third holds provisions, as do
t he packhorses that bring up the rear

Once he returns to Inividra, Lorn will reconmend that the fireships of Cyad-those renaining-

I and | ancers, and rebuild the town as a Cyadoran colony. Controlling the River Jeryna will choke
of f an easy supply of weapons to the Jeranyi, and holding one town will be far | ess costly than
facing endl ess Iines of barbarians across the north of Cyador.

He snmiles to hinmself. Again, he is thinking as though he had real power to do or recomend
such. Wiile his efforts have been somewhat successful, he has no doubts that he will face severe
di sciplinary action-assuning he can even return to Inividra with nost of his forces. Yet, as
al ways, his real choices have been linited.

"Strange city," ventures Qytyl, riding beside him

"I'n many ways," muses Lorn. "The warehouses near the pier were new, built over the ruins of
ol der buil dings. There were abandoned buil di ngs, and the arnsnen were Hanorian." He shakes his
head.

"Whay were the Hanorians there?" asks Quytyl.

"Trade, golds... it's alnpbst as if they were starting to take over the city."
"Could they? It's a long voyage from Swartheld to Jera, isn't it?"
"They held part of it," Lorn points out. "Those records will tell. I'Il have to read through

them before we get back."

After several nonents of silence, he glances back once nore at the gray-and-bl ack snoke that
still rises fromthe burning city.

They have anot her eightday, at least, of riding, and fighting, to return to Inividra. Wile
Lorn can "inspect" a few firelances, and add sone chaos, his energies are linited, conpared to the
nunber of |ances. As with everything, what he can do is limted.

Lorn shakes his head slowy.

LXI X

To the west of the road are two fields-the first Lorn has seen in alnost half a day of riding
al ong the West Branch of the Jeryna River. The neatly tilled fields, with but shoots of green
appearing, are separated by a hedgerow of thorny roses, with irrigation ditches running fromthe
river to the fields. On a low hill on the far side of the southernnost field is a dwelling, its
wal | s of odd-shaped rocks nortared together. Both fields and ditchworks are enpty under the hot
spring sun that blisters through the green-blue sky of nidday.

Lorn glances fromthe fields to the dusty road and then to the narrow river to his left, really
a large streamthat is no nore than fifty cubits w de and perhaps five deep, just deep enough to
meke easy crossing difficult.

He squints as he sees the dust on the road ahead-the scouts returning, and returning in haste,
a good sign that trouble lies ahead. Wth a | ong, slow deep breath he waits.

"Trouble, looks like," offers Cheryk, who | eads the Cyadoran forces with Fourth Conpany.

"The | ast few days have been too calm" Lorn agrees. "W're getting closer to the Grass Hills,
and if there's going to be a real attack, here's where it's likely to be."

"Jerans is a strange place," Cheryk observes. "It's alnpst |ike the barbarians aren't a part of
it. But the Jeranyi are sendi ng weapons."

"Someone is," Lorn tenporizes.

The two officers ride in silence, waiting for the pair of scouts.

"Ser! Barbarians ahead!" calls the lead scout froma good fifty cubits away.

Lorn nmotions for themto ride beside him then waits until they turn and draw abreast.

"There's a raiding party of sorts riding up fromthe east on the other side of the river, ser
li ke they knew we were here,” reports the bal ding scout. "They be heading toward the ford."

"How many?"

"Fourscore. Could be a bit less."

"We're back in true barbarian territory." Lorn smles.

"About how far to the ford?"

"Four kays, |I'd say." Those words cone fromthe younger, ginger-bearded scout. "Could be a bit
nore."

"We' || probably stand down and water the nounts here, then ride on. Go on back to where you can
watch the ford. Let us know if they cross early or if they don't cross."
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"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks at Cheryk. "I'll need all the officers. Tell everyone to stand down and water the
mounts now. W may not get a chance later.™

Lorn and Cheryk rein up, then wait in the still heat of the day while Sendyl passes the word

and the other officers ride forward to join them

This time Gyraet is the last to pull his nount alongside. "Sorry, ser, but we were having
trouble with the rear wagon."

"How much troubl e?"

"Wheel 's beginning to split under the rim W brought spare wheels, and that won't be a
problem except | don't know as it will last until we stop tonight."

"W have nore troubl e-fourscore Jeranyi raiders ahead. The kind we see in the Gass Hlls."
Lorn surveys the faces. "W don't have nany firel ance charges left, do we?"

"My second squad has a few, " offers Gyraet.

"I"'d like to put themup front, and have themuse the firelances on the first charge.”

"We'll be ready."

"Good. "
"Esfayl... your men ride well, I've noticed. I'd like to pull themout and have them stri ke the
barbarians on the flank. Wiich flank, we'll see as we get nearer..." Lorn continues to outline his

sinple battle plan

Once everyone is briefed, Lorn waters his gelding in the brownish waters of the Wst Branch of
the Jeryna, water that does not appear too dirty, although he does not drink hinmself, but sanples
the last of his water bottle. Then he | eads the gelding the score or so of cubits fromthe
riverbank to the road, where he waits until he has word that all the nounts have been watered.

Finally, a nessenger from Quytyl arrives, "Fifth Conpany and wagons are ready, ser."

Lorn nods at Gyraet. "Let's go." He raises his arm then drops it. "Columm forward!"

"Colum forward!" The order echoes back al ong the |ancers.

The Cyadoran force has ridden another two kays or so when the younger, ginger-bearded scout

rides up. "They're across the ford, ser, and watering their nmounts. Still a good two kays from
here. Lyrsen's watching fromthe rise... not much of one, but he'll be riding out if they head
this way."

"Good. Did you notice any different weapons?"

"Didn't see any of the axes with hooks. Don't think they're that good on a nmount. Wth a | onger
pol e, be good for a footman."

Lorn studies the road ahead, then turns in the white | eather saddl e that has become nore dun
under the rigors of the past seasons. The road is w de enough and t he shoul der even enough. He
gl ances at Gyraet, who heads his second squad. "Have themgo to four-abreast. Pass it along."

"Four - abreast! Four-abreast!"

Behi nd him the columm w dens and shortens, and Lorn coughs as the following wind swirls nore
dust into his face and lungs. Then he blots the conbination of sweat and dirt off his face, and
studies the road before themas it slowy rises as it heads southeast, so that there is a four-
cubit bluff above the water on the south side of the river. If the scout is correct, the ford and
the barbarians |ie another kay beyond the top of the gradual rise up which the Cyadoran force
rides.

At the top of the hill, the other scout rides to neet Lorn and Gyraet. Lorn signals for the
columm to halt.
"See, sers... They're formng-up there, keep us fromthe ford."

Lorn nods. According his naps, the road swings back to the north side of the river for at |east
forty kays farther, and the south side is al nbst inpassable because it verges on one of the nore
rugged sections of the Grass Hills. Then, he does not understand why the raiders do not remain on
the north side and force the Mrror Lancers to attack fromthe ford-unless they regard that as
sonmehow cowardl y. He shakes his head.

"Ser?" asks Cyraet.

"I don't say | understand why they crossed the ford."

"Ah...," offers the scout. "Look there on the other side... see that shimery white? That's
sand... once you get off the road, it's sand, and it be soft, |ike powder."

Lorn hopes the road is firmenough for the wagons, even as he understands the |ogic of the
bar bari ans' positioning.

Enmsahl , Esfayl, and Cheryk ride forward, and all the officers | ook down the gradual sl ope.

"Now... sers... the river side of the road," the scout goes on, "it be sand |like the other
shore. The grass and dirt is firmon the south side."
"Esfayl... you'll have to swing out fromthe right, then," Lorn says.
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"Yes, ser."

Lorn | ooks down at the barbarian force. "We'l|l have to go to a two conpanyfour-abreast front..
probably by those bushes where the slope levels out. | wouldn't ride uphill against us before
that."

"Yes, ser."

"Gyraet, put your first squad on the river side, your second squad on the right shoul der
Cheryk... if the ground is firm can you flank Sixth Conpany on the right?"

The ol der captai n nods.

"First and Fifth Conpanies, followuntil you're on the flat... then, Rhalyt... you put your
conpany behind Si xth Conpany, and see if you can cone in fromthe left. You'll have to feel that
out."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn [ ooks downhill. "We'll have to do what we can." He leans forward to touch his firelance.
"I'"ve got a few charges left, so I'll stay with Sixth Conpany."

As the Cyadoran force begi ns noving down the slope of the road at a wal k, Lorn keeps wat ching
the barbarians, but they hold ranks, waiting.

No sooner than has Sixth Conpany passed the bushes, and Third Conpany noved up beside t hem
than the Jeranyi riders charge.

"Wait until they close!" orders Gyraet. "Discharge at thirty cubits! Thirty cubits. Short
bursts!”

"Now. .. charge!" Lorn orders, raising and dropping his arm

The ground shivers under the inpact of tenscore sets of hoofs.

Hsst! Hssst! Lorn tries to keep his lance | evel and noves from barbarian to barbarian as the
rai ders dash toward the Cyadorans. Fromthe corner of his eye, he can see white-clad figures
swi ngi ng sout hward, but he forces his attention onto the oncoming riders, who have begun to
spr ead.

Hsst! Hsst!

"Short bursts!" Gyraet insists.

Even before the raiders are within twenty cubits, the sound of firel ances dies away, except for
an occasional burst fromthose few with nore than a charge or two. Although the raiders have | ost
al nrost a score of riders to the Iances, those renmaining hold their big blades ready to beat
through the shorter and lighter sabres of the Mrror Lancers.

Lorn uses the last charge in the firelance-the last of those he had put there the night before
through his own efforts as a magus-on a rider who seens to be a | eader, then drops the weapon and
pul I s out his second sabre, half ducking, half sliding the blade of a barbarian, then offering a
backsl ash to another as he passes.

Dust swirls around the riders, and air is filled with the dull clanging of netal on netal, the
muf fl ed thuds of netal on flesh or bone. Lorn finds hinmself through the three-deep Iine of the
barbarians, and turns, riding back to pick off a dazed younger barbarian who can barely raise his
bl ade.

A graybeard turns toward Lorn, and his big blade whistles. Wile Lorn nmanages a hal f-parry,
hal f-slide, his left armis nunb even fromthe glancing inpact. His right is not, and he twi sts
and brings the Brystan sabre across the graybeard's upper arm The bl ade drops, and Lorn forces
his left arminto a slash-thrust, then ducks and rides clear as the older warrior slowy topples
out of the saddle.

Two of the big barbarians charge out of the pack toward Lorn. He cannot quite bring the gelding
around qui ckly enough, and barely can slide the first big bl ade.

A glittering |l ancer-sabre slashes down across the shoulder of Lorn's second attacker, and the
first barbarian turns toward Quytyl-who has wheel ed his mount to help Lorn. Lorn |eans forward,
al rost of f-bal ance, but manages a thrust to the giant's throat. The sabre catches, and Lorn has to
jerk to free it, then alnpst |oses his seat as the bl ade abruptly cones free.

The dead barbarian's nmount slans into Lorn's leg, even as he tries to get the gelding past it
to help Quytyl, who has been engaged by yet another pair of Jeranyi.

Desperately, Lorn throws the firebolt of a nmagus at one of the barbarians, whose chest flares
into flame, but before he can use either blade or formanother firebolt, the big blade of the
remai ni ng barbarian slans through Quytyl's guard.

Al'l Lorn can do is flame the | ast barbarian after Quytyl slunps in the saddle, then turn his
mount to seek out others, his blades slicing al nbst w thout thought, as he becones a butchering
machi ne, his bl ades edged with rage and chaos.

Again, as in so many battles, one nonent Lorn is fighting, and the next, the field is enpty,
except for Mrror Lancers. He glances toward the river, where |less than half a score of raiders
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ride eastward on the far shore, then back around him where scores of nmounts are riderless.
"Ser!" calls a voi ce.
Lorn turns the gelding and rides toward Yusaet, Quytyl's senior squad | eader. He w pes the
sabres and sheathes them as he does. He is abruptly aware that he is seeing in double i nages, and

that his skull is being pounded |ike an anvil by an unseen hamer.
"Ser..." Yusaet |ooks at the sub-majer. "I saw... you tried to get to the undercaptain."”
"I wasn't quite fast enough,"” Lorn admits. "I got one, but..."
"I saw you kill three, right there, ser. No one could have tried harder."

"Thank you. He woul d have been a good captain." Lorn straightens. "For now, you're in charge of
Fi fth Conpany."

"Yes, ser."

"See about what wounded you have, and gather any stray mounts. You know what to do."

Yusaet nods. "Yes, ser."

Lorn eases the gelding toward the depression where the road turns and drops toward the river,
where Cheryk, Gyraet, and Esfayl have gathered nonmentarily. Behind him there are the nurnurs.

"...sub-mpjer... see the way he used those sabres?"

"...saw himcut four out of the saddle, got another four with his lance..."

"...maybe nore...'

...never saw a senior officer fight like that..."

"Never will again, either. Keep it in the Conpany."

The | ast voice is Yusaet's.

"o but. "

"Keep it in the Conpany," Yusaet repeats.

A quick and bitter snmile crosses Lorn's face, one he erases as he nears the three officers.

"Are you all right, ser?" asks Esfayl, an expression that is half frown, half of concern

As Lorn reins up, he | ooks down at his trousers, then at his sleeves. His uniformis sneared
and splattered with blood, and everything around himseens to pul se, because his double vision
wavers. He noves his arns, stands slightly in the stirrups. Hs arns ache, and his head stil
throbs, but he can find no wounds. "I'mall right." He |ooks at the three. "Do we have any idea..
how many we | ost?"

"Al nost a score, ser," Gyraet reports. "And Enmsahl."

Lorn wi nces.

"Some bastard got himfrom behind." Gyraet pauses. "And you know about Quytyl ?"

"I was there, but | couldn't reach him |'mnot sure his armheal ed right, but he never said
anything about it." Lorn's words feel slow on his tongue.

"Not having the firelances hurts," Cheryk adds.

"That's one reason why we did this," Lorn points out. "We'|l have fewer and fewer firelances
every year. Next year |'mnot sure anyone will be able to do what we did. Not w thout nore |ancers
and greater |osses."

"Most commanders worry about this year's |osses,” Gyraet says slowy.

"It is not a confort to nme," Lorn says, "to save a score of nmen for a year so that threescore
will die next spring." He laughs harshly and bitterly. "lIt's not a confort to | ose a score on the
way hone, either."

"That is why you are a majer-"

"Sub-majer," Lorn corrects with a |augh

"...and you will go on to be a conmander or nore," Gyraet finishes.

"I'f I survive being a sub-majer." Lorn | ooks over the three, trying to focus his vision, and

failing. "I"msorry, captains. |'d hoped we could do this with a few |ess casualties." He pauses.
"Let me know when you're ready to nove across the ford."

"Yes, ser."

Lorn eases his mount a hundred cubits or so uphill, where he | ooks out over the site of the
brief and bl oody battle. Threescore barbarians dead, and a score of |ancers, the | ancers because a
sub-nmaj er had an idea for reducing casualties, and the barbarians because.... Lorn still is not

sure he knows. Is it hatred too deep to wash away with either blood or water? O the needs of the
barbarian culture fueled by the greed of the traders?

He shakes his head and studies the Wst Branch, whose waters have dwindled into a streambarely
ten cubits across, and then at the northern side of the Gass Hills.

He doubts they will face nore attacks before returning to Inividra. That is where his rea
problens wll begin.
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LXX

On the night of the day after the battle on the West Branch ford, Lorn sits in the twilight, on
the side of a slope above one of the few springs in the Grass Hills. He reads slowy through the
papers in the second footchest carried by the wagon back fromJera. There are two piles of paper
and parchnment before him Mst sheets go in one pile, but every so often he sets one in the second
pile, the one with but a handful of sheets in it.

The wind off the hill is light, but Lorn has to use stones to keep the papers in their piles.

He | ooks up at a cough to see Gyraet standing there. "Yes?"

"M ght be as | could help sone," offers the captain. "Don't tell many people, but | do have
sone traders in ny famly."

"So do I," Lorn says. "It's still hard." He grins and gestures to the third chest, still closed
and set behind the second one. "I'd appreciate the help. | really would. You know what we're
| ooki ng for-anything that shows traders sendi ng weapons to Jera." He pauses, then adds, "And
anyt hi ng that m ght show that Hanor is trying to get a foothold there."

"Li ke the Hanorian arnsnen?"

"Didn't you think it was strange that we didn't see many arnsnmen once we |left the Grass Hills-
and those we did see were from Hanor ?"

Gyraet bobs his head. "Well-trained, too, and that's a bother."

Lorn understands. |Is the Enperor of Hanor supplying blades to the barbarians to weaken both the
bar bari ans and Cyador? He gl ances down at the papers, and takes a deep breath.

Gyraet opens the third chest. "Lots of invoices here, too many for an old and dying port |ike
Jera. Makes you wonder."

"It does." Then, Lorn wonders about so many things-how Ryalth and Kerial are doing, the health
of his parents, and what new schemes Dettaur is hatching. But he cannot deal with any of those
until he returns to I|nividra.

By then, he must know what the traders' papers show, and what he will do with what they show.

LXXI

The two nen stand in the shade of a fourth-floor eastern bal cony of the Pal ace of Eternal Light.
The |ight sea breeze gusts around them renoving the heat that oozes outward fromthe stone walls.

"How do you find Wanat' ner?" asks Luss.

"He is a nerchanter of nuch intelligence," replies the Second Magus. "He takes great pains to
hide it behind a facade of sinple honesty and bl untness, although he is, for a nerchanter, both
honest and bl unt."

"But not sinple,” replies the Captain-Conmander with a |augh

"He is sinple in what he believes. He is not sinple in how he noves to support those beliefs."

"What does he believe?" questions Luss, alnost idly, as if he cares little for the answer, but
feels he should ask the question

"That traders should be fair, and so should the Mrror Lancers and the Magi'i." Kharl sniles.
"He knows this is unlikely, yet he believes it, and will schenme and support those who come cl osest
to those ideals."

"He m ght prove nore dangerous than Bl uoyal."

"Far nore... especially when we do not know who will be the next Hand of the Enperor.”

Luss raises his eyebrows. "I had not heard."

"I't is never announced. There is but one Hand, and none know him .. save sonme guess."

"l would not have guessed."

" CGood. "

"That may change matters... in Inividra."

"I't may, but not to make matters for you better, Captain-Comuander. The Hand tenpered matters."

"When will...?"

"There nay not be one appointed soon."

"No Hand?" questions Luss. "Is this because Toziel becones nore tired, and his thoughts wander?
What will you do?"

"Captai n-Conmander... there is little any of the Magi'i can do. Not at this nmonent. The Enperor

appoi nts the Hand, not the First Magus, and even if the First Magus were to press for young
Rustyl, he is far too young and to direct to be a Hand, and far too well-known because of
Chyenfel's favors. And Chyenfel has groomed himto succeed Toziel, if necessary, not hinmself or
t he Hand."
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"If you... once Toziel..."

Khar!l shakes his head, and | aughs. "Wuld any accept a nmagus known to have been one of the
Three on the Mal achite Throne?"

"They m ght accept you."

The Second Magus | aughs. "Your flattery is welconme and nost obvious."

"Yet the Enpress... Toziel listens to her nore and nore."

Khar| |aughs again. "He has always listened to her. As he has aged in these |ast seasons, he
has becone | ess able to conceal that he does. Do not worry about dear Ryenyel. She is sensible,
and she will not |ong survive the Enperor."

Luss frowns.

"It is not like that," explains the red-haired Second Magus. "None of any sensibility would,
think, plot for her death. She can neither hold the Mal achite Throne nor advise an heir of her
body. And she understands Cyad, perhaps better than Toziel. They have been... so close... that she
will follow himwithin eightdays, perhaps a season or so, but no longer. So... the Emperor will do
wi thout a Hand. None | ove the Hand, and so, none will conplain. All will advance their candi dates
to be Toziel's successor, but he likes none of them So we wait, and hope that bl ood does not
stain the sunstones of the Palace of Eternal Light. O that what blood falls is but a few droplets
and not a storm"

Luss frowns, but does not speak.

LXXI |

As the Mrror Lancers ride toward the stables at Inividra, under the clear green-blue sky and hot
sun of a late-spring day, Lorn reins up outside the square tower.

The ol der sentry stiffens as his eyes take in Lorn's blood-splattered uniform "Ser!"

"We're back, Duytyl," Lorn says.

Before Lorn can nake his way to the door to the tower, Nesnyl steps outside. "Ser. It's been
near-on five eightdays." H's eyes flick back toward the tower. "Mich has happened.”

"A great deal. W had a lot of ground to cover." Lorn |ooks at the senior squad | eader. "Did
t he conmander send any repl acenment firel ances?"

"Yes, but just one set-not even that-fivescore."

"That will do. Have there been any raids anywhere, that you know of ?"
"No, ser. Not a one."
" Good. "
"Ser... there is another sub-najer here." Nesnyl coughs. "I... believe Majer Dettaur sent
him.. with orders."
"I'mnot surprised. Majer Dettaur would do sonmething like that." Lorn smiles wyly. "I'Il go in

and pay mnmy respects.”

Nesmnyl gl ances at Lorn's sabre and nods.

"I doubt it will conme to that." Lorn steps toward the door and opens it. He blinks for several
nmonents in the conparative gl oomof the tower, then glances around. The foyer is enpty. He wal ks
easily toward the door to his official study and steps inside.

A dark-haired officer, somewhat ol der than either Dettaur or Lorn, gracefully stands from
behi nd Lorn's desk. "You must be the errant Sub-Mjer Lorn." He has flat brown eyes simlar to
those of Majer Maran, and the unconscious arrogance of Dettaur.

"I"'mLorn." He steps forward. "I see that you ve nade yourself at hone."

"I thought | might as well, since you were nowhere to be found, and | was sent to relieve you."
"I was out patrolling-as requested by both the Captain-Conmander and Majer Dettaur."

"It matters not. Ch, |'m Sub-Majer Ulet, and your orders are there." Uflet points to a green-

ri bboned scroll on the corner of the table desk.
Lorn picks it up, breaks the seal, and begins to read, but w thout taking his attention away
fromUflet.

Sub- Maj er Lorn, Mrror Lancers of Cyador, Comrandi ng, |nividra,

You are hereby relieved of your command, and of all rights and privil eges associated therew th.
This action is taken in accord with the previous directives of the Captain-Comander of Mrror
Lancers for your failure to conply with directives, particularly those involving the use and
depl oyment of lancers in the protection of the people of Cyador. You are to report inmediately to
Assyadt for reassignment.

The signature and seal are those of Dettaur, Majer, Mrror Lancers.
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"It all seens pretty clear," Lorn observes. "Dett's usual approach.”

"Maj er Dettaur understands the traditions of the Mrror Lancers," U let says stiffly. "I have
found himto be honorable and trustworthy."

"Then you don't know himvery well." Lorn |laughs once. "Relieving a post commander for doing
his duty is honorabl e?"

Ulet smiles. "Major Dettaur would certainly not act so without a very good reason."”

"That is certainly so." Lorn nods, then |ooks at the dark-haired sub-majer. "I'd appreciate it
if you d wait here. I'Il tell the officers, those who are left. They, and |, deserve that
courtesy."

"But... of course." Uflet's smle is as false as Dettaur's or Maran's. "l imagi ne those |osses

coul d have been avoided with the use of nore traditional patrolling."

"Wth nore traditional patrolling, we wouldn't have | ost nore than a handful so far this year.
I would have |lost twice as nmany by the end of the year. As it is, | lost a captain and an
undercaptain, along with a conpany of lancers." Lorn smiles faintly. "W acconplished a great
deal. W killed sonewhere around twentyscore barbarians. Mre, probably, but those nunmbers we can
attest to with great certainty. But, as you know, the nunbers don't matter. Especially not to

Dett. He never could count." Lorn pauses. "lI'll be back in a few nonents, and we can take care of
the formalities."
"OF course." Ulet offers another snile, both false and snug.

Lorn cl oses the study door as he | eaves.
Nesnyl gl ances at Lorn.

"We're working things out, Nesmyl. | need to tell the officers a few things. Then I'lIl be
back. "

"They're... waiting in the officers' study. | thought that nmight be best.”

"Thank you."

Lorn | eaves the square tower and crosses the courtyard, his boots |ight on the paving stones,
his brow wrinkled in thought. Then, he shrugs.

The four officers stand as he enters the study.

Lorn stops and | ooks at the four remaining officers, wishing that Enmsahl were anong them Then
he begins to speak. "Sone of you may al ready have guessed that ny approach to dealing with the
bar bari ans has not found favor in Assyadt. Those of you who have guessed such were right. Mjer
Dettaur has deci ded-wi thout even hearing the results of our efforts-that | should be relieved and
di sciplined. O course, there haven't been any raids in all of the northwest section of the Gass
Hills-and that's the first time in a generation that spring has passed wi thout raids. W did | ose
a conpany and two officers. That's also the fewest casualties in the spring in a score of years.
But | amto be relieved.” Lorn snmles, wyly, then adds, "1'd like to go to Assyadt and present ny
case to the commuander, since all the directives have cone from Majer Dettaur. I'd also like to
live through it." Lorn grins. "Anyone like to come with nme and bring a conpany or two?"

Gyraet nods. "I would."

"M ght be interesting," suggests Cheryk.

"That's a rebellion," ventures Esfayl.

Rhal yt gl ances from Esfayl to Gyraet.

"You don't have to cone, none of you," Lorn says, "but I'll put orders in witing that |
ordered you all to come. That mi ght work better anyway."

"I'f 1'"mordered," Esfayl suggests, with a wy snile, "what can | do?"

"We'll leave in the norning... oh... there are fivescore firelances in the arnory. That's al
the conmmander could spare for the sumrer."
Esfayl gl ances at Cheryk. "I don't know as | need orders, then. Patrolling under the old system

with that few charges is suicide anyway."
"Like | said," Cheryk observes, "going to Assyadt m ght be interesting."”

"I need to deal with a few other problens, rather inmediately," Lorn says. "I'll check with al
of you before dinner."

"Yes, ser," says Gyraet. "We'll nake sure the nen are ready."

"Thank you."

Lorn bows his head, briefly, then turns and wal ks back out and across the courtyard and back
into the square tower.

Nesnyl leans forward as if to inquire.

"I told them™" Lorn sniles. "I need to talk to Sub-Majer U let. Matters may change sonmewhat.
So... if you would stand by?"

"Ah... yes, ser." Nesnyl's eyebrows lift.

Lorn makes sure the door is closed as he steps back into the study. "I've tal ked over nmatters
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with my officers, and they understand the situation."

"Then perhaps we should have Nesnyl draft the change-of-command letter," suggests Uflet.

Lorn sniles. "It seens, Sub-Mijer U let, that |'ve been ordered to Assyadt, with my lancers. |
woul d strongly suggest you remain here for their return.”

"That's rebellion. Major Dettaur would hardly be pleased." Uflet eases around the side of the
tabl e desk with a serpentlike grace. "Then, he would not be surprised, either.”

Gat hering chaos around him Lorn picks up Dettaur's scroll. "Majer Dettaur decided that before
| even returned. |I'msure you're rather good with a sabre."

As if to prove the point, Ulet already has his sabre out and is nmoving toward Lorn before the
younger sub-majer has even finished his words.

Hssst! Uflet's mouth is open, before his upper body flares into chaos-fire, and then ashes. The
sabre clunks dully on the stones of the floor

Lorn | ooks at the headl ess corpse lying on the study floor and shakes his head. He wonders how
many nore there wll be.

Then he sunmmons nore chaos.

Wien he is done, his head throbs, and his eyes are watering, but the only traces of the sub-
maj er are his sabre, sonme buckles, a small dagger, and a few coins-and dark marks and ashes on the
stone floor. Lorn leans the sabre-warmto his touch-in the corner behind the desk, and then
pockets the other warmnetal itens.

He rubs his nose, trying not to sneeze at the fine ashes circulating in the room before he
wal ks to the wi ndows and opens them As an afterthought, he uses a touch of chaos to incinerate
Dettaur's scroll

He lets the fresher air fromoutside circulate through the room before he goes to the door and
opens it.

Nesnyl steps forward. "Ser?"

"We'll be leaving in the norning for Assyadt. The officers already know. "

"Ah... "we'?"

"Al'l the lancers and | will be."

"What happened to the sub-nmmjer?" asks Nesnyl, |ooking past Lorn to the apparently enpty study.

"He decided that he didn't want to get involved quite yet,"” Lorn says. "lIt's possible that you
won't see himagain. Then, you may. It is highly unlikely that you will see nme again, one way or
anot her . "

"I didn't see himcone out."

Lorn shrugs. "You can imagine that I'mnot terribly interested in the sub-najer at this point."

"No, ser." Nesnyl tries to conceal an expression of bew | dernment. "But Conmander |kynd and
Maj er Dettaur...."

"Don't worry, Nesnyl. The lancers and | are going to Assyadt, and I'l|l be seeing both the
Conmmander and the Majer. | wouldn't have it any other way. |f Sub-Majer U let doesn't return, a
new of ficer will cone back with the lancers to take over Inividra."

"But the barbarians-"

"I doubt very seriously if enough are left alive to consider riding into Cyador w thout
starving their clans." Lorn turns. "At the nonent, |I'mgoing to clean up and change unifornms. Then
I'"l'l be down to start witing ny report, at least until dinner."

"Very good, ser." Nesnyl's eyes stray toward the open study door

"You won't find Ulet in there, but you can certainly look," Lorn says with a | opsided grin.

"Ah, no, ser. That's all right."

Lorn walks to the front of the square tower, where he reclains his saddl ebags and extra sabre,
and then carries his gear to the narrow rear stairs. As he clinbs up to his quarters-his for one
| ast night, he knows he can wash the blood fromhis unifornms-at |east nostly-but he wonders what
will wash the blood fromhis soul

LXXI 11

Lorn |l ooks fromthe study wi ndow of the personal quarters at Inividra out into the purple twlight
of a late-spring evening. He still has a trace of a headache, and every so often he has to bl ot
his eyes.

He has finally conpleted a short version of his report, since there is little point in a |onger
versi on, which contains enough-the nunbers of barbarians slain, towns sacked, blades seized, sone
si X thousands gol ds recovered and being returned and, of course, a sumary of the blade trade in
Jera, and the profits going to Hanorian, Spidlarian, and, unfortunately, Cyadoran traders.
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He takes out the chaos-glass and lays it on the desk. Then he pulls out the chair and sits
down, concentrating. The silver mists form then swirl aside into revealing an image-Ryalth is
breast-feeding Kerial at a table- the lower inner dining area of Lorn's parents' dwelling, and
Jerial, wearing a dark green or black tunic, is seated across the table from her

Bot h wonen | ook up. Jerial says sonething, and Lorn swallows as he sees the tears roll down
Ryalth's cheeks. Jerial smiles, and Ryalth frees a hand and touches her fingers to her lips, as if
to send a kiss across the hundreds of kays that separate them

Lorn watches for several nonents, w shing he could convey nore than his presence or existence,
before he finally rel eases the imge

They and Kerial are well, it appears, and at |east, at |least, they know he is alive.
He stands and wal ks nearer the open wi ndow, |ooking out and down at the courtyard.
"The Butcher of Nhais... and now the butcher of Jerans..." He shakes his head. Flutak and

Baryat woul d have [ eft Nhais defensel ess, and Dettaur woul d have condemmed three tines as many
| ancers to die-and for what?

So that, in the first case, a corrupt enunerator and grower could gather nore golds, and in the
second, so that all the older |ancer officers could rest assured that tine-honored traditions did
not change, even as the world did? O so that traders in Sumerdock and Swarthel d coul d nake nore
gol ds off those lancers' deaths?

Even if the traders and cupritors of Cyad did nmake golds fromselling blades, training nore
| ancers and arming themwould raise their tariffs, or shift the cost in golds to someone el se's
tariffs. For those in Cyad, it makes no sense. Yet, is he the only one who sees such? O the only
one who is stupid enough to act on what he sees?

"The only one stupid enough..."

He turns fromthe wi ndow He doubts he will sleep well, for all his self-justifications.

LXXI V

The guards outside the open gates of Assyadt |ook up as the Sixth Conpany of Mrror Lancers
approaches, followed by a |ong colum of |ancers. The younger one's eyes wi den as he sees that the
firelances are out and | evel ed.

"Sub-Majer Lorn. I'mhere to see Majer Dettaur." Lorn smles coldly.

"Ah..." The younger guard swall ows as the gray haired ranker el bows him

"I"'msure you're wel conme, ser," the older guard speaks firmy and quickly.

"Thank you." Lorn inclines his head, then | ooks to Gyraet. "The first building is the
comander's. Go four-abreast at each door with the | ances."

"Rhal yt! Secure the stables!"

"Yes, ser."

In the nonmentary silence that follows, as Lorn rides slowy across the stones of the courtyard,
he catches the hard words of the senior guard.

"Near-on killed us! Don't say a word to nman like that... he be the butcher, they say... only
of ficer brought the Accursed Forest to its knees, slaughtered threescore raiders hinself in Nhais
Bl ack angel s know why he be here . . . but that be for the commander and the ngjer..."

Lorn half winces, half smiles as he nears the first white-stone building, and then reins up

Reput ati ons have their advantages, and di sadvantages. He doubts his troubles will be with | ower

officers or rank-and-file | ancers. Then, they never have been

"You want a few lancers with you?" asks Gyraet.

Lorn pauses, then reluctantly nods. "It might nmake things... quieter." After a noment, he | ooks
up at Gyraet and Cheryk. "I shouldn't have to say it, but anyone who attacks you is an eneny of
all those | ancers who have died."

"Yes, ser," affirms Cheryk.

"First half, first squad,"” orders Gyraet. "Follow the majer... with | ances. Use the | ances
agai nst anyone who lifts a blade against him Anyone, officer or ranker."

"Yes, ser."

Gryal is the squad | eader who di snmounts-a burly man with a slash that goes fromear to cheek
"Time we had a field commander lettin' 'emknow, ser."

"Thank you."

Lorn gathers chaos around himas he steps through the square-arched door

The three senior squad | eaders in the open foyer freeze as Lorn walks in, followed by the arned
| ancers.

"Ser... ah... lances... not... here..." stunbles the ol der squad | eader

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (134 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:02 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

Lorn does not recall his nane. "They are now. |s Majer Dettaur here?"
"I'"'mhere, Sub-Mjer Lorn." As he draws out Loin's title and nanme al nbst contenptuously,

Dettaur noves from his open study door into the corridor. "I see you did bring a few |l ancers."”

"Gyal... 1'd appreciate it if everyone else renained in their places," Lorn says. "W'I|I| be
finished with any unpl easantness nmuch nore quickly."

"Yes, ser."

"Dett..." Lorn replies, "we have some matters to discuss." He lets his chaos-senses range
toward Dettaur's study, but can feel it is enpty. "Majer Dettaur's study is enpty. W'll be
di scussing the problens his ill-advised orders caused." Lorn smles, then inclines his head toward
the open door. "Gyal... if the conmander should appear, |'msure you'll find a way to keep himin
his study."

"Yes, ser!"

' Dettaur winces, if alnost inperceptibly. "I suppose a private talk would be better."

Lorn understands Dettaur's hopes, but nmerely replies, "I think so. You first."

Dettaur wal ks into the study, noving quickly as if to separate hinmself fromLorn. Lorn cl oses
the door, his eyes on the mgjer.

"You were relieved of conmand by Sub-Majer Uflet..." Dettaur begins.

"He never got around to that, but then, we didn't stay long in Inividra. |I can honestly say
that he never had a resignation ready for ne to sign. To nmy know edge, there are no orders in
Inividra ordering nmy resignation.”

Dettaur's lips tighten. "You... you think you can get away w th anything. You always have. You
think the rules don't apply to you. You won't. Not this tine."
"Dett... there are six conpanies of lancers that hold this outpost. They've seen the trading

records. They've seen your stupid orders. They've seen how you sent themout to die by requiring
tactics that were idiotic. You honestly don't think | could force tenscore |ancers to come here

against their will, do you? They're here because they know they'l|l be dead unl ess things change
They wagering their lives on it."
"Bad wager, Lorn. You'll all die."

"I don't think so, Dett. Assyadt never has nore than a conpany of |ancers here, if that."

"You know everything. You always did." Dettaur snirks, and his hand edges toward the hilt of
his sabre, oh so slowy.

"Dett, one question. Wiy did you block all Ryalth's scrolls to nme?"

"I never did a thing."

"That's the wong answer. You can't lie to ne."

Dettaur |aughs, drawi ng his sabre and stepping forward. "You never were as good as | with a
bl ade. "

"You're wong-twice, Dett." Lorn lifts his own sabre, but as he does so he gathers chaos from
around him and there is nore than enough, fueled by anger and hatred as well, to extend his bl ade
so that it knocks aside Dettaur's sabre and slices through his neck like a razor

Dettaur does not even have tinme to | ook surprised.

Lorn | eaves the body on the study floor and steps out into the corridor. He glances toward
Gyal. "I think Majer Dettaur understands the problem Finally." Wth a crooked smle, Lorn steps
across the corridor and into Commander |kynd' s study.

The conmmander | ooks up from where he has been sitting behind his table desk. "Wen | saw the
mounts and | ances, | thought it mght be you, Lorn." lkynd offers his genial snmile, but renains
seated behind the desk. "I didn't expect you to return here in such force. | thought you would be
patrolling. "You' re dead, now. You just don't knowit. You couldn't wait..."

"I alnmpst waited too | ong, Commander. Another season, and nost of those nen woul d have been
dead. They know it, too. Wiy el se would they be here?"

"It really doesn't matter, you know. Lancers and | ancer officers are supposed to die. Don't you
know t hat ? Anyway, Dettaur will come in and kill you, if |I can't. He's very good at that."

Lorn snmiles lazily but does not |ower the sabre. "Not good enough. Dett's already had his say.
He's dead. You can be a hero, or you can be dead. \Wich?"

The geni al expression drops. "If you can deliver, butcher boy, |'d prefer the hero. Wuldn't
any sel f-respecting | ancer?"

"OfF course. Especially if other people do the work and die," Lorn replies, an indolent tone to
hi s words.

"You're rather insubordinate. That's rebellion. The Myjer-Comander won't hesitate a nonent to
have you executed."

"I don't think so. He nmight have you executed, though. He'll need sonmeone to blane, and you'l
be nore convenient." Lorn sniles. "It night be best if you blaned Dettaur first, and comended ne
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for bringing the problemto your attention."

"Probl en?" lIkynd raises his eyebrows theatrically. "Wat problen®"

"The port of Jera no |onger exists. They'|ll rebuild it-but that will take time. Qutside, there
are three wagons and a hal fscore of packhorses. Al nost fiftyscore Hanorian bl ades. That doesn't
count those we had to dunp in the river. W took them fromthe warehouses in Jera. Then we burned
the- the warehouses."” Lorn's snile is hunorless. "W also razed and burned somewhere around a
hal fscore other towns. And | brought back some trading records, along with fivescore cupridi um
bl ades-wi t hout |ancer markings. The records show that they came from Sumrerdock-and | have the
records and the weapons to prove that several Cyadoran tradi ng houses hel ped transfer those
weapons to the Jeranyi traders. Oh, and nore than six thousand golds fromthose traders."

"So... our corrupt traders... you know and the Enperor knows they've al ways been corrupt..
they nade a few golds. It's been going on for generations. Qur task isn't to enforce the trade
provi sions of the Enperor's Code. It's to protect the people. Have you forgotten that?" The genia
tone returns to lIkynd' s voice.

"Six thousand are nore than a few golds." Lorn |aughs. "And |'ve saved nore Cyadoran peasants
than all the officers in Mrror Lancers conbi ned, and you have the gall to suggest |'ve forgotten

my duty?"

"I't's not what you do, Sub-Majer. It's how you do it, and neither the Captain-Commander nor the
Maj er - Commander will |ike what you did."

"You did it, too," Lorn points out. "If you want to be a hero... that is. We're going to

conpose scrolls, a great number. We report on the campaign, the results, and the proof-and the
scrolls go to every lancer conmander in Cyador."™ Lorn snmiles. "And to the Captain-Comander, the

Maj er - Commander, the First Three Magi'i, the Hand of the Enperor, the Merchanter Advisor, and to
t he head of every trading house in Cyador. And then we wait. And I'Il act in poor Dett's place
until we see what happens."”

"You'll |eave Inividra unprotected?"

"There won't any raiding parties for a long tinme, Comrander. That, you can be sure of."

"Ch... you seem npost sure of that."

Lorn is, for his glass has shown himthat no Jeranyi raiders are riding anywhere in the
northwest Grass Hills-then, there are but a handful of raiders left alive in that area. "Wt hout
nmount s and without weapons, the Jeranyi will have sone problens. Besides, it's spring, and if they
don't gather their scattered herds and plant-they'll starve, and they knowit."

"A bigger wider blade..." Ikynd shakes his head. "Bl ack-angel death... Alyiakal had nothing on
you. He nurdered half of Cerlyn, you know?"

"W had peace for a generation, then," Lorn suggests.

"Do you really think that you'll be pronoted after this?" A note of curiosity infuses the
conmander's voi ce
"No. | think I'll be sumoned to Cyad. |'ll be offered a position advising the Mjer-Comrander.

It's too dangerous to |leave ne with lancers, and |'ve elimnated any i medi ate danger fromthe
Jeranyi, and there are nore | ancers that can be brought fromthe Accursed Forest."™ Lorn shrugs.

"I't's dangerous to overtly kill a hero who elimnates a threat-not inmredi ately, anyway, and a
| ancer who di scovers the conplicity and corruption of |eading trading houses. The Mj er- Conmander
will wish to ensure that all is well with the traders, and that, or sonething el se not involving
Il ancers will be ny job-which will give themall an incentive to have ne assassinated after | amin
Cyad and safely forgotten.” Lorn smiles coldly. "After all, I"'mnmerely a butcher. | can't possibly
understand the intrigue.”

"I'd offer you ny job, were | the Captain-Conmander. | wouldn't want you in Cyad."

"He m ght, but the Mjer-Commander won't. Who would want ne with twenty conpanies loyal to nme?"

"You have a hi gh opinion of yourself."

Lorn shakes his head. "Your picked captain went with ne to prove me wong. He was one of those
who urged me to come here. You forget one thing, Commander. Lancer officers don't |ike being used
as counters in a wagering game, and when they find out that's happening, they want to put a stop
toit. Wthout firelances, and without a change in | ancer orders, they're all dead, and they know
it."

| kynd wi nces.

"You see?" Lorn waits. "Now. .. we have a nunber of scrolls to wite- after you see the bl ades
and the records. You're going to wite that you gave ne the leeway to stop the raids, and | did,
and you're going to report that there hasn't been a raid in all the northwest in al nbst an
season... and there hasn't. Then you're going to suggest that, now that Sub-Mjer Lorn has
acconpl i shed the task set forth by the Captain-Commander, that he be returned to Cyad for duty
there."
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Lorn gestures toward the door with the sabre. "We're going to | ook at what's in the wagons we

br ought . "
I kynd stands. "You'd kill ne, wthout blinking an eye, wouldn't you?"
"If necessary."”
"The sabre's in your left hand. Al lancers..." Ikynd shakes his head. "You can use the sabre

with either hand, can't you?"

"Yes. Dettaur never saw that."

"There was nmuch he didn't see." |kynd shakes his head, and the genial tone returns to his
voice. "I will indeed recomend you return to Cyad. You won't even have to force ne."

"You m ght even nean it, after you see how nany cupridium sabres the traders from Sumrerdock
sold to the Jeranyi."

"The Captai n-Conmander is going to have trouble with soneone |ike you who really cares for

Cyad. "
"Let's go look at the wagons, and then we'll have the | ancers unload the records and invoices
into Dettaur's study. You'll have to explain that poor Dett didn't want to have this reveal ed."”
"He didn't, | inmagine, because if it canme out you discovered it, he'd never be pronoted back to

Cyad. He was always a city lancer." lkynd laughs. "You're a true |lancer, and you'll never be happy
in Cyad. You just don't knowit."

"You could be right." Lorn smiles and steps back as |kynd noves toward the door

LXXV

In the late afternoon, Lorn sits in Dettaur's study, although it is tenporarily, if not
technically, his for the nmonent. A light and pl easant spring breeze sifts through the w ndow t hat
is but partly ajar and brings a faint odor of a flower he does not recognize.

Hs lips quirk, and he | ooks down at the copy of the report on his canpaign and of the scrol
he has sent to Cyad-and across Cyador. Then he | ooks up, blankly, at the ancient gol den wooden
panel s of the wall.

Qutside, in the foyer, are a pair of lancers fromGyraet's Sixth Conmpany, detailed by the
captain to protect Lorn. Wth themin the foyer are the senior squad | eaders who continue the
adm ni strative work for the conmpound and the outposts it serves. The sub-nmajer shakes his head.
The waiting is the hardest part, as if he were sitting on a chaos-tower that could flare at any
monent. Yet he has done all that he can do.

He stands and wal ks to the wi ndow, checking the | ancers who patrol the conpound, wondering how
| ong he can conmand them and whether they will see scores upon scores of lancers arriving, or
whet her he will sinply receive a scroll dispatching himto Cyad-or back to Biehl... or sone other
out - of -t he-way pl ace.

He wal ks back to the desk and lifts the small bag he carries with himeverywhere-along with the
Brystan sabre. In the bag are the chaos-glass that had once been his father's, and the silver-
covered book, and the originals of the nost incrimnating of the trading papers taken from Jera.

Lorn slips out the chaos-glass and sets it on the desk. He concentrates. The silver nists part,
and reveal |kynd standing by the window in his personal quarters |ooking out over the courtyard.
The conmander shakes his head and turns fromthe window. Lorn releases the inmage.

Al t hough he has kept a close watch on the comuander, he still worries about the man,
particularly since he knows Ikynd is true to only the principle of self-interest. At the noment,
Lorn serves his self-interest, but anything could change that, nearly instantly.

After a noment, Lorn slips the glass back into its wooden case, and the case back into the bag.
Finally, he begins to wite, although he has no idea whether this scroll will reach its
desti nati on.

My dearest,

There have been sonme difficulties with couriers and nessages, and | have not received any of
your scrolls, if there have been such, since the turn of winter. Nor have | received any others.
So | knowlittle of what may have happened to you or in Cyad.

| trust that you and Kerial are well, and that your efforts with Ryal or House have been
rewarded. We have been through an arduous campai gn, and rode all the way to Jera, where we
di scovered that many of the blades that have been slaying |ancers have cone from not just Hanorian
traders, but even fromcupritors and traders in Sumrerdock. This was a shock, and when we returned
to Inividra, | faced a greater shock, since there were sone indications | might be relieved of
command because of my efforts in the field.
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| came to Assyadt where Dettaur attenpted to kill ne. For reasons that are unclear, he did not
want my report on the blades to go to the Mjer-Conmander. Mich remai ns uncl ear, but Commander
I kynd and | have sent a report to the Mjer-Conmander, and to others, detailing ny canpai gn and
the blade-trading in Jera. The canpai gn was successful enough that for the season so far, there
have been no raids fromthe northwest Grass Hills by barbarians. W al so know of none in the areas
of outposts controlled from Syadtar, but we would not receive such reports until nuch |ater

At the moment, | amacting as the deputy to Commander Ikynd in Assyadt, waiting to find out
what mnmy next assignment may be.
You and Kerial are well, | trust, and | can but hope it will not be that |ong before | can see

you bot h under pleasant circunstances.

Lorn sets the scroll aside to dry. He reaches for another sheet of parchnent for the one he
will wite to his parents. Then he pauses and | ooks out the narrow wi ndow and wat ches one of his
| ancers-mounted and riding a post. He can but hope that at |east sone of his dispatches have found
their way beyond Captai n- Coormander Luss and that Maj er- Conmmander Rynst will act as Lorn has
pr edi ct ed.

Wth a deep breath, he snoothes the parchnment and begins to wite.

Later, after he reviews the status reports from Penedra and drafts a response for the
commander's seal, he will inspect the | ancers and neet, once nore, with his captains... and wait.

LXXVI

An ei ghtday has passed since Lorn has sent out his dispatches. The headquarters conpound at
Assyadt has heard not hi ng, except standard di spatches about such matters as procurenent of nounts,
sent before Lorn's report could have been received, and anot her caution about the declining nunber
of firelances and recharges avail abl e- sonewhat concer ned-soundi ng reports fromthe outpost at
Penedra that there have been no barbarian attacks and no barbarians sighted.

Lorn has been acting as | kynd's deputy, drafting dispatch scrolls for provisions, inspecting
t he conpound, drafting the request for replacenent officers for Inividra, spending sonme tine
directing the arnms drills he had scheduled for his |l ancers, and even, hard as it had been
drafting a letter to Dettaur's famly informng themof his death in the line of duty. Yet, still
he has tinme to worry about what may cone, and his eyes go fromthe study door to the w ndow and
back agai n.

Thr ap!

Lorn | ooks up as Commander |kynd steps into his tenporary study, then stands. "Yes, ser?"

"You are so formal." Ikynd | aughs, before his voice returns to its genial tone. "You' re the one
in conmand. "

"No, ser. You're in command. |I'mjust not letting you do anything that will hurt the lancers in
the outpost or the field until we hear fromthe Mjer-Conmander."

| kynd shakes his head. "First, my conmand is run by a schening city lancer who is favored by
t he Capt ai n- Conmander, and now by a Cyad-rai sed, magus-born, patrol comrander who's the opposite.
You'd think you'd been raised in Assyadt and not Cyad."

Lorn shrugs, waiting for the comrander to conti nue.

"What will you do if the Majer-Conmander sends ten conpani es?" asks |Ikynd, still standing by
t he open door.

"Wal k out and surrender," Lorn adnmits.

"You woul dn't try to go out in a blaze of glory or sonme such?"

"That wouldn't be fair to the men. 1've tried to take the risks nyself. They've done their
tasks. | just didn't want to get killed and have them di e because soneone |ike Dettaur was
determned to put me in a position where | had to die or they did." Lorn frowns and adds, "Wen it
was totally unnecessary."”

The commander |aughs. "If no one had bothered you, |I'd wager you'd have di ed sonmewhere doing
your duty."

"I wasn't |ooking for trouble,"” Lorn adnmits, "but |I couldn't let |lancers die when they didn't
have to. And | couldn't |let Dettaur keep doing what he was doing. If it hadn't been ne, sooner or
later, it would have been someone el se.”

I kynd turns back toward the door. "One way or another, it won't be | ong. The Captai n- Cormander
doesn't | ook fromhand to hand." He pauses. "Now that you've made ne hero," offers Ikynd, "how
long will you dare to | eave Inividra and the poor peasants without protection?"

Lorn fingers his chin. "Not long. | have been considering it. | think you should detail a
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conpany to stay here, and the rest should return to duty at Inividra, with an experienced captain
pronmoted to overcaptain until the Captain-Comrander deci des."
"Besi des Sub- Maj er Ul et?"
"I doubt that the Sub-Majer will return to Inividra. W' ve heard nothing from Nesnyl."
"He's the second senior officer to di sappear around you."
Lorn offers a faint smile. "Just a coincidence, |I'msure. I'll draft an order for you to
pronote a captain to overcaptain.”
"I can't do that."
"The Code says conmanders can rmake tenporary pronotions and recommend themto the Captain-
Conmander. There's no overcaptain at Inividra anyway."
I kynd shrugs. "I had forgotten that. Who do you have in nmi nd?"
"I woul d have recomended Ensahl, but Gyraet would be a good choice. O Cheryk."
"I'd prefer Gyraet, if it's all the same to you," suggests |kynd.
"I"ll talk to them about |eaving, and | et them know. "
"I't would be easier, one way or another, if nost were gone before this is resolved," |kynd
nts out.
"You are right about that," Lorn says.
"I am sonetines," suggests |lkynd. "Comranders do | earn sonething over the years."
"You were wong only in allowing Dettaur his head." Lorn smles.

po

"Was 1?" lkynd lifts his eyebrows. "If you are correct, | will be a hero, and he'll be
di sgraced and forgotten, despite your kind words in that letter."

Lorn bows.

I kynd returns the bow. "I won't keep you fromneeting with the officers." He pauses. "I'd like
to be able to report that nost left after the matter was brought to nmy attention. It would be
better for you as well, either way."

"Il talk to them now. '

I kynd slips back to his study, and Lorn walks into the corridor and then out through the foyer
He stops just outside the building to et his eyes adjust to the bright sun. As he | ooks up, a
after a few nonents, he sees Rhalyt riding toward him

"Good day, ser," offers the undercaptain, reining up his nount before Lorn, who recalls that
First Conpany is the duty Conpany for the afternoon

"No word yet," Lorn says easily with a grin, "as |I'msure you know, but we'll be sending five
conmpani es back to Inividra shortly."
The undercaptain nods. "I thought that m ght happen.”

"I"'mgoing to talk to the others."

"Yes, ser." Rhalyt inclines his head.

"I think you shoul d be anong those to return. You're only an undercaptain, and could have a
fine career. The Mjer-Comrander is short of experienced |ancers and officers, and he's not about
to waste talent and experience."

"Yes, ser. Thank you, ser." Rhalyt inclines his head.

"Thank you," Lorn says with a smile, before turning and wal ki ng across the sun-splashed main
courtyard toward the north barracks and the shadowed courtyard where he has ordered his captains
to drill the men in sabres.

As he steps past the corner of the barracks, the order rings out, "Stand down!"

The three captains wal k quickly toward Lorn, who waits until they have gathered around him
"There's nothing new. Not right now |'ve been thinking things over. W' ve done what we can do
here," Lorn says slowy. "The Mjer-Conmander and the Enperor know what they need to know. 1'Il]
need one conpany to remain here for a while, but it's tine for the other five to return to

Inividra... before the barbarians resune their raids. For the conpany to stay here, Conmander
Ikynd will sign the orders... but I'd prefer a volunteer."
Esfayl grins. "Well... my sister does live in the ham et next from Assyadt." He | ooks at Cheryk

and then at Gyraet.

"You can have it." Cheryk |ooks at Lorn. "What of you, ser?"

"We've either gotten the Majer-Commander to see the problemw th the traders, or we haven't.
I'"l'l be staying here to see what happens. The commander wi |l appoint a tenporary overcaptain for
Inividra. The outpost has been short one, anyway."

"Best be one of us," suggests Esfayl. "One of you two."

"The conmander woul d prefer Gyraet," Lorn says, |ooking at Cheryk. "It could be either of you
Cheryk nods. "Not that | wouldn't |like the rank, but Gyraet'd be better for now "

Gyraet flushes. "I have not been at Inividra |ong."

t wo
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"You'll do," says Cheryk. "And you have to wite all the reports.”

"Ser..." Gyraet begins. "This... | did not..."

"I know." Lorn |ooks at Gyraet. "I hope you can handle it. | think it's better this way, and |
think you two and Rhal yt need to prepare to leave first thing in the norning. 1'll arrange for as
many firelances as | can find for you. |'ve already drafted and the comuander has signed a request
for replacenment officers. There will be raids by late sunmer, | think. Not nuch before, and
they' Il be small raids on isolated hamets. So you will need to go back to one-company patrols."
Lorn grins. "I'mnot saying that to nake the conmmander happy. |f nothing happens, by a year or two

fromnow, you nmay need to resune |larger patrols, but | don't think the barbarians have enough nen
for large raids now "

"I'"ll wager they don't," says Esfayl.

"You'll have to rotate taking Second and Fifth Conpanies,
repl acenent officers.”

"We've done worse, and there won't be raids for a tine,’
here are settled?"

"As settled as we can nake them" Lorn shrugs. "And | wouldn't want any peasants-or |ancers-to
suffer. If everyone is under proper orders, then | doubt there will be many problens."

"Yes, ser."

"I'"1l make sure you all have orders by this evening."

As he turns and recrosses the courtyard, he hears the | ow voi ces.

"...doesn't |ook good..."

"...always | ooked out for his nmen..."

"...angel -fire few officers like that..."

Lorn has no nore than returned to the study and reseated hinself at the desk he occupi es when
there is a knock on the door, and a squad | eader- Gyal-peers in.

Lorn says, "until you get the

Cheryk says. "Are you sure matters

" Ser ?"

"Come on in."

Gryal steps forward and hands Lorn a scroll, one with a blue seal and bound in a blue ribbon
"This canme in for you with the couriers. Thought you ought to get it personal."

"Thank you. | suspect it's fromny consort. Her earlier scrolls never reached Inividra."

"There was word about that..."
"Were there any ot her dispatches?"
"No, ser. But word is that you get everything first." Gyal grins. "Way it ought to be."

"Thank you."
"Not a problem ser. The squad | eader bows and backs out.
Lorn lifts the scroll, then breaks the seal and begins to read.

My dearest |ancer,

| have received the first scroll fromyou in seasons, but | knew, as you know, that you care,
and now | know why there were no scrolls.

Jerial says that she is not surprised by your former classmate, nor am| surprised at what you

di scovered in Jera, or that you have found yourself in Assyadt. In ny own poor way, | have passed
on the information you have sent, and spoken, if briefly, to Wanat' ner. He already knew and had
read your official report, and he appreciated that you had seen fit to <;. informhimso that he

was not surprised in neeting with H's M ghtiness.
I do not know what will conme of your actions and report. Mich is in turnmoil here, with your
famly, as you know ...

Lorn swallows. His famly? Hs parents? Myryan? It could not be Jerial. Later, when he is truly
al one, he will have to search with the chaos-gl ass.

...and with the death of the Hand of the Enperor. No one knows who the Hand was, as al ways, but

word of his death still did get out. The Enperor hinself was ailing for a tine. So no one knows
about many matters and may not for several days yet, and it may take longer for you to find out.
What ever nay happen, | love you and know that you have done the best you could, with your

destiny and your talents, and we hope you will be safe and in Cyad before too |ong.

Lorn | ooks at the scroll. Safe and in Cyad? Those two do not go together. That he knows all too
wel | .

He takes a deep breath. He needs to draft the orders for the five conpanies and their |ancers.
That is one problemhe can resolve... and one he should have handl ed earlier, or at |east
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consi dered before he did.

LXXVI |

In the darkness and quiet of the quarters for visiting senior officers, Lorn sets the chaos-gl ass
on the narrow desk. He takes a |long slow breath, and then concentrates. The silver mists fill the
glass, then swirl and finally part. But the glass is blank, an opaque and silvered shi mering

bl ankness.

He lets go of the imge he has sought, and tries a second tine, this tinme thinking about his
not her, about the conversation that they had had on the portico in a cold wind so nany years
before. But once nore, the mists reveal only the silver blankness.

Lorn can feel the perspiration on his forehead, despite the warnth of the |ate-spring evening.
For a time longer, he sits in the dimess, wondering if he has lost the ability to control the
imge in the glass, because of his fears or the strains upon him

Then he tries again, and this tinme the msts reveal Ryalth and Kerial- asleep on the ornate
bed. Ryalth turns, as if restlessly, and Lorn rel eases the inage, reluctantly, but glad that she
and Kerial appear well.

He tries once nore for the first image... and is rewarded again with the silvered bl ankness
that fills the circular glass. Wen he stops concentrating and the glass clears, his eyes burn
That bl ankness nmust nean that his parents are dead, and they have been dead for at least a tine,
because of the tone of Ryalth's letter. She had witten as if their deaths had occurred ei ghtdays
in the past.

That is yet another reason for Dettaur's death-except Lorn al nost wi shes he had nade Dettaur's
end far nore painful. Wiy had Dettaur been so petty? He still could have sought to discredit Lorn
wi t hout such snall ness.

Lorn shakes his head. Even as he understands, he does not.

Finally, in the dinmmess of the single oil |anp, he picks up the silver-covered book, |eafing
through it until his eyes find a verse.

Ashes to ashes

and dust to dust...

Chaos to order and back to flane
brings back no songs wi thout nane ...

Except... except Lorn will remenber, renenber words of concern, words of advice, guidance he
had not known his parents had even exerted or offered.
He | ooks sightlessly into the darkness.

LXXVI | 1

Lorn looks out into the gray late afternoon. While it has rained earlier, the clouds have lifted
sonme, and the heavy rain has subsided into a light nist. Afog rises fromthe stones of the
courtyard

Three days earlier, Gyraet and five of the six lancer conpanies fromlnividra had left on their
return. The officers had been both concerned about Lorn and relieved to be headi ng back. Lorn can
understand both sets of feelings, and remains grateful for their concern. Surprisingly, at |east
to Lorn, after all those chill touches on the Jeran campai gn, he has not felt the touch of a
si ngl e chaos-gl ass. Does that nmean that the Mjer-Commander does not trust the Magi'i in dealing
with Lorn? Lorn is not certain whether that is to his benefit or not. H's eyes take in the gray
clouds once nore. Is the delay because of the delicate situation with the Enperor? O because the
Capt ai n- Commander or the Majer-Comrander is gathering Mrror Lancer conpanies to send to Assyadt?
That woul d seemunlikely, yet Dettaur's pettiness in destroying personal scrolls to Lorn also had
been unlikely, for such destruction had done nothing to advance Dettaur

Lorn shakes his head, reninding hinself that he has certainly not been above pettiness.

Thrap. The worried sub-najer's head snaps up at the knock. "Yes? Cone in."

"Mpajer... ?" Esfayl steps into the study with a |ancer

The | ancer, who bears the green braid of a special nessenger fromthe Mjer-Commander, carries
a di spatch pack and gl ances nervously fromLorn to the dark-haired captain, and then back to Lorn.

"He just got here from Cyad," Esfayl explains. "I thought he ought to see you first. He has
di spat ches from the Mjer-Commander."
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"Ser, there are two for you, but one is for Conmander |kynd."

Lorn | ooks at Esfayl. "lIs the comuander in his study?"
"I think so."
"We'll all go there. That m ght be best." Lorn smiles wyly. "I could be wong, but if the

Maj er - Commander is sending two scrolls to nme, then | can hope for the best."”

A puzzl ed | ook crosses the nessenger's face, but Lorn does not el aborate as he stands and steps
toward the door. "Come on."

The nmessenger follows Lorn across the corridor and into the second study.

Lorn nods to the messenger. "That's Conmander |kynd. He can read his scroll first."

The nessenger steps forward and hands one scroll to Ikynd, then steps back and hands two to
Lorn. He eases back besi de Esfayl by the hal f-open study door

"You aren't reading themall first?" asks Ikynd.

"That one is for you."

"They' re sendi ng you sonewhere else." lkynd |laughs. "Qherw se, there would have been conpani es
of lancers here.”

"Unless they're insisting | take Dettaur's place," Lorn suggests.

"I could do worse," the commander says dryly. "You actually ask what | think." He breaks the

seal and begins to scan the lines, then | ooks up. "You can read yours, Sub-Mjer. | won't spoi
the surprise.” A look of both rueful ness and interest appears on his face.
Lorn opens the first scroll. The nessage is brief, curt.

Sub- Maj er Lorn, Mrror Lancers, Assyadt/Inividra,
You are hereby detached from your present assignnent inmrediately upon receipt of these orders
and ordered to report to the Mjer-Conmmander, Cyad, personally, for assignment at his discretion.

The only unusual feature is that the orders are signed and seal ed by Rynst, the Mjer-
Conmander, hinself. Lorn opens the second scroll

Sub- Maj er Lorn, Mrror Lancers, Comandi ng, |nividra,

This is to commend you for your actions in undertaking a canpaign to ensure the safety of the
northern borders of Cyador, the Enpire of Eternal Light. Your actions in destroying barbarian
stagi ng areas and confiscating and destroying | arge quantities of Hanorian-forged bl ades have
resulted in the saving of untold lives of the Mrror Lancers and in resolving a potentially
serious situation before it could worsen. Your imedi ate superior, Conmander |Ikynd, will also be
conmended by separate notice, for his wisdomin allowing you the |atitude necessary to undertake
thi s dangerous canpaign. A copy of this comendation has been placed in your file at Mrror Lancer
headquart ers.

The second scroll is also signed by Rynst.

Esfayl |ooks fromLorn to Ikynd and back again.

"It's all right," Lorn finally says. "The commander and | have been comended, and |'m being
transferred to Mrror Lancer headquarters in Cyad."

"Congratul ati ons, sers," says Esfayl.

"I think you'll probably be |leaving tonorrow, when |I do," Lorn tells the young captain, then
| ooks at Ikynd, "if you agree, Commander."
"He can take the provisions wagons an ei ghtday early," |kynd says.

Lorn nods toward the door. "The comander and | have a few nmatters to discuss.”

"Ah... yes, ser."

Both the | ancer nessenger and Esfayl step out of the commander's study. Esfayl closes the door
behi nd him

"You know what that commendation says, don't you?" Ikynd' s genial tone returns.

"I'd assune that it says that you authorized ne to undertake a dangerous and f ool hardy
canpai gn, on the verge of breaking every Mrror Lancer regulation, but that, since it was
successful beyond anyone's expectations, we are to be comended- and wat ched nost carefully in the
future. That's why I'mgoing to Cyad to report to the Mjer-Conmander personally."”

"That is the way | would read it." lkynd shrugs. "It doesn't matter nmuch to ne. They'd never
have pronpoted ne again anyway, and |I've but one tour left after this before | can get a pension-
stipend. Rynst doesn't know what to do with you, but you're too valuable to have killed, and too
dangerous to let loose for a while. |I'd guess he wants you around him the way sone nen want
trained giant cats."

Lorn sniles wyly. "So that everyone watches me, instead of hin®"
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"Something like that." Ikynd tilts his head. "Dettaur was dangerous because he was too self-
centered, you know?"

"I know. If he'd been successful in getting me and ny |lancers killed, he would have found
hi nsel f before a discipline hearing-or sonething would have happened to him"

"Now... |I'mshort sonething like four officers.” Ikynd smiles ruefully. "I'lIl have to draft ny
own orders."

"You'll have four nore officers within the eightday. Wth the nmoving of the l|ancers out of the
Accur sed Forest posts, headquarters will be happy to have openings for a mpjer, sub-mgjer, and two
captai ns or undercaptains.” Lorn adds, "And they'Il all be good, traditional |ancer officers."

I kynd nods. "We could use nore tradition for a while."

Lorn steps toward the door. "By your |eave, Comuander?"

"I appreciate the courtesy, Sub-Mjer." Ikynd shakes his head as Lorn steps out and closes the
door behind him

LXXI X

In the early-norning light, Lorn rides toward the firewagon portico in the center of Assyadt,
followed by the two |ancers from Esfayl's Second Conpany. The two will return the white gelding to
the stable at Assyadt before leaving with Esfayl to ride back to Inividra.

As the three lancers pass the south side of the square in the early-nmorning light, Lorn can see
a nunber of people under the porch of the Cuprite Kettle, the largest inn in Assyadt. Mst of
those on the porch seemto be watching him Hi s chaos-trained ears pick up the | ow words he shoul d
not be able to hear

"Sure enough... that's him the one they call the Butcher."

"Looks young..."

"...rode all the way to Jera... sacked every town... killed scores and scores.”
"...say he took over the conpound here... made the head of the lancers in Cyad neet his terns."
"...can't be... just a sub-mpjer."

"That's what they say."

"...looks like a nice young officer..."

"...what's a real killer ook Iike? No different from anyone else..."

Lorn keeps his shoul ders square, and a snmile on his face, even as he wonders how t he whol e town
knows. Then, how coul d they not know, not when six conpanies of lancers held the conpound for an
ei ght day?

The three ride through the square and toward the white sunstone portico that |ies another three
hundred kays ahead.

"We'll wait, ser, until the firewagon pulls up," offers one of the |ancers.

"Thank you. | think it will be awhile before Captain Esfayl is ready, anyway."

"Rather wait here than hel p | oad wagons," suggests the second | ancer

"Ser... howlong 'fore the barbarians start raiding agai n?" asks the first.

"Mdsumer, |'d judge. The raids will be small ones. |'d be surprised if you saw any | arge
raids until next year. It might be longer if the Mjer-Commander does sonething about Jera."”

The two | ancers | ook at each other. Lorn understands the | ook. Neither ranker believes anyone
will do anything. The three ride in silence to the smaller square that holds the firewagon
portico. There, Lorn reins up on the far side of the paved way, in the shade of a weaver's shop
waiting for the firewagon

At the | ow runbling of wheels on the stone pavenent, Lorn turns, but he only watches as the
firewagon cones to a stop under the portico. A handful of incom ng passengers, which includes a
young under captain, disenbarks before Lorn di snmounts and begins to unfasten his gear.
"Undercaptain!" he calls to the thin red-haired young officer.

"Yes, ser?" The undercaptain glances toward Lorn.

Lorn |l ooks up at the lancers. "If you'd let himride the gelding back... ?"

"Be a pleasure, ser."

"Ser?" asks the undercaptain.

"I"'mleaving. Rather than wal k, you can ride ny nount back to the conpound. That's where you
ng, isnt it?"

"Yes, ser. That is, I'"'mgoing there on the way to Inividra."

"You're in luck,"” Lorn says. "Second Conpany is leaving this norning with Captain Esfayl. He
and Commander |kynd will be very happy to see you." He |l ooks to the | ancers. "Best you be getting
the undercaptain to the conpound. 1'll be fine."

go
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"Yes, ser."

Lorn takes his bags and crosses the pavenment to the portico and the waiting firewagon. He nods
as he passes the undercaptain. "Have a good trip."

"Yes, ser. Thank you, ser."

"You're wel cone. "

Lorn steps onto the sunstone platform catching the undercaptain's words to the | ancers.

"...was that?"

"Sub- Maj er Lorn."

"The Sub- Maj er Lorn?"

"Yes, ser."

Lorn manages not to wince as he crosses the raised portico and turns toward the front
conpartnent of the firewagon

The driver glances at the insignia on Lorn's collar. "Sub-Majer... ser... you wouldn't be the
one... ?"

"The one'?" Lorn asks.

"The one who put the barbarians in their place, | nmean, ser?"

"I''"'m Sub-Maj er Lorn," he admits. "The Butcher of Nhais, the Butcher of Jerans, | suppose, too."

"Much obliged to you, ser," the driver says. "Shoul da been done years ago. Used to be at Isahl
years ago, when Majer Brevyl first got there. Sub-nmmjer, he was then. Not bad, he was, but we just
rode out and chased 'em away. Never hit 'emwhere it woul da done sone good." The driver sniles.
"Long past tine, you ask ne."

"I thought so," Lorn replies. "Not all officers agreed."

"They're not... ?"

"No. | did get a sort of a conmendation, and a transfer to work for the Mjer-Comuander."

"Good thing, ser. Way folks were talkin', the drivers, we were fearin' they'd |l ock you away for
doi ng what oughta been done generations back." The driver grins. "Sorry, ser. Just the way we
feel." He pauses. "You need anything, ser, you let us know. "

"I will... and thank you."

As Lorn places his gear under the seat, he can feel how nuch lighter it is-by at |east three
uni forms-than when he had | eft Cyad nore than a year before. It is difficult to believe that it is
only alittle nore than a year and a season since he had left.

Yet everything has changed. He has a son, and no parents. He has beconme the first Mrror Lancer
officer in generations to undertake a canpai gn outside Cyador, even if it had been a relatively
short canpaign, and he has slain two senior officers on this tour, even if but one can be
confirnmed, and nade both enenies and adnirers throughout the Mrror Lancers-and, apparently,

t hroughout at | east sone of Cyador

He slips into the front conpartnent and unfastens the Brystan sabre, setting it against the
outside wall of the coach before seating hinself on the far left side, in the seat facing forward.

"Last call for outbound passengers! Last call!" conmes the voice of one of the drivers.

A portly figure in purple scranbles into the front conpartnment. "Hurry... hurry... act |ike
Mrror Lancers, order folks around..." The white-bearded man sees Lorn's uniformas he | ooks up
and swal | ows. "Beggi ng your pardon, ser." H s eyes catch sight of the sub-mgjer's insignia, and he
swal l ows again. "I truly do, ser."

Lorn sniles politely. "I'msure you neant no of fense, and | took none."

"Thank you, ser. Thank you."

Lorn wants to sigh. At |east, once he gets away from Assyadt, he will be just another sub-
maj er, and not the sub-nmgjer.

LXXX

In the dark-paneled office that is scarcely nore than ten cubits by ten, VWanat |ooks up fromthe
antique ebony Hanori an desk at the sandy-haired man who steps into the roomand slides into the
equal Iy antique ebon arnthair.

"You requested | visit you, Wanat," Tasjan says pleasantly. "I could have refused, but | did
not see the value in that. So I amhere. Wat do you w sh?"

"You are continuing to purchase blades fromthe cupritors in Sumrerdock," Vyanat observes.

"I am Every blade has renained in Cyador, | amsure you will be pleased to know. "
"For now. "
"For quite sone tine, | believe," Tasjan says, his tone alnost indolent. "Or aboard ny vessels.
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I amtraining a sonewhat |arger number of guards for all vessels under the Dyjani ensign. Wth the
decline in the number of fireships, and their voyages, this is but prudent, do you not think?"

"Were it any nerchanter but you, Tasjan, | would have little difficulty believing that there
woul d be a need for an additional fivescore guards. But you... and Sasyk... already, you have that
many under arns, and that is in addition to the arns for the seanen on your vessels." VWanat' ner
smiles, coldly.

"What can | say?" Tasjan | aughs. "The warships being built by the Mrror Lancers will not be
conpl eted for yet several seasons, if then, and they |ook |less than sufficient to protect our
shi ps and cargoes. W of the Dyjani nust ook to our own interests in these days."

"Yes, you nust. That is why | hoped you would cone."

Tasjan's eyes narrow. "You are being devious. What happened to the honest and strai ghtforward
Mer chant er Advi sor ?"

"He occasionally has to use a devious phrase to get your attention." The , dark-haired
merchanter's snmile is off-center. He waits, letting the silence fill the small study, before he
finally speaks again. "Tasjan... do you want Rynst to bring the Mrror Lancers into Cyad and turn
the harbor red with bl ood?"

"And | eave the north unprotected? He won't do that."

"He can do exactly that. Don't you listen? Don't you read? Did you read that battle report from
t hat sub-naj er ?"

"He razes Jera and kills a few score barbarians. It's about tine. The Hanmorians will think
twi ce about trading so close to Cyador.™

"He destroyed every town of any size close to the Grass Hills, and he slaughtered nost of the
barbari ans. And he al so brought back sone six thousand golds, all too many of themcoined in
Cyador. For the next season or two, perhaps |onger, there won't be that many raids. There won't be
any, |'d wager, for a year."

"And that will free Rynst to bring in nore |ancers and provide the coins to pay themw t hout
raising our tariffs." Tasjan snmiles. "Who will conmand thenf? There's not a decent field conmander
in Cyad. They've all been sitting at desks so long nost couldn't find the release on a firel ance-
if there are even any left in working order in a season. There haven't been that many good field

commanders anyway. Not in years-except perhaps for this fellow, and they' |l get himkilled one way
or another. Quickly, 1'd wager."

VWyanat nods. "I thought you might find it interesting that Sub-Mjer Lorn is being ordered to
Cyad to work for Rynst directly. Over the Captain-Conmander's objections.”

Tasjan smles broadly. "That... that... ny friend, is worth ny honoring your request."” He nods.
"I ndeed. Indeed, it is."

"So... now what will you do?" inquires Vyanat.

"What everyone else will do. Wait... and watch."
LXXXI

Lorn paces back and forth in the small roomat the waystation at Chul byn, an anci ent stone-wall ed
roomw th a polished granite floor without any covering, a single bed, a lowtable, and a row of
gol den- oak pegs set shoulder-high in the stone for garnents. There is one oil lanmp in a bronze
sconce, fromwhich a low light suffuses the cranped space

Lorn reaches out and slides closed the oak beamthat is the bar for the door, then opens one of
the two bags he has carried fromlnividra. Fromit, he takes the wooden case that hol ds the chaos-
gl ass. He places the glass on the |ow table.

He concentrates, and watches as the silver nmists swirl and dissipate to reveal Ryalth and
Kerial in the ornate bad he has not ever seen, except through the glass. He notes, for the first
time, a smaller bed in the background, but both his consort and his son are sl eeping, as they seem
to, side by side, and they are safe. Lorn snmiles as he rel eases that image.

For a long nonment he waits, before trying to call forth a second inage, and then a third. He
still obtains but a silver blankness in trying to call up inmages of either parent-and a faint
throbbing in his skull and danpness across his brow

Finally, he releases the glass, shaking his head. He replaces the glass in its woden case, and
the case in the bag. Fromthe other bag, he pulls forth the green-tinged and silver-covered vol une
that he has carried for so | ong across Cyador-and even across Jerans.

He opens the book, reading and paging slowy, seeking a verse, one that sonehow seens right for
the night, right for a journey whose end could be indeed anything. A verse that he mght read in a
new way, one that offers that nelancholy insight of the ancient witer. There is a short verse,
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vaguely conforting, and he sniles.

Virtues of old hold fast.
Morning' s bl aze cannot | ast;
and rose petals soon part.
Not so a steadfast heart.

'"Not so a steadfast heart... Lorn nmurmurs. But how difficult it is to maintain a steadfast
heart in a world where chaos reigns and the only thing steadfast seens the dark order of death.
He continues to turn the pages until he finds a poem he nust have read, but does not recall.

Though some will find their fears in depths of night,
noon's pitiless sun brings the deepest fright.

Wi |l e they who sing of good and truth, and praise
bright chaos for the coming |ight of days,

then cite the Mrror Towers of a distant earth,

yet forget their children's and their gardens' worth,
| strive in this strange sun's chaotic |ight,

to lift fromsouls war's endless bitter blight.

So elthage nmen turn their eyes to gl asses,

bl ank silver for the future as it passes;

those of chaos hold altage high above

as though alone white fire kindled | ove.

Yet their white-lit chaos will bring with rue,

but destruction to those whose way is true.

Li ke sunstone walls, the truth will also fall

for the future Iies beyond any wall

in the green skies, open fields and dream ng ni ghts,
where unfettered thoughts are free for endless flights.

I can but strive, and act with flane and bl ade,
to break down bitter truths that tinme has nade,
and striving, lay ny soul before the fire,

i n hopes of exceeding nere vain desire.

Lorn shakes his head. The ancient witer had few illusions about Cyad, about nen and wonen, or
about hinmself - and yet, whoever he had been, he had persevered in the hope that what he strove
for in building and strengthening Cyad would prove greater than he had been. Can Lorn attenpt
| ess?

He cl oses the book, replaces it in the bag.

Intime... intime, he will sleep

Part IV - Lorn"alt, Cyad Sub-Majer, Mrror Lancers

LXXXI |

Lorn shifts his weight on the hard seat of the firewagon, his eyes going out the w ndow as the
vehicl e runbl es downhill along the snooth stones of the granite way that will pass west of the
Pal ace of Eternal Light. Qutside, a light warmmst filters out of gray clouds, |eaving a

shi nmering sheen over the white granite and sunstone buildings and streets of Cyad. The trees are
full-leaved, and the green-and-white awni ngs are spread.

Lorn smles as he behol ds each facet of the Gty of Eternal Light as the firewagon carries him
past the upper nmerchanters' quarter, as the Pal ace of Eternal Light appears, and as he can see the
bl ue-gray waters of the harbor. For all its intrigue and problens, Cyad is truly a city of Iight
and one of hope for the world. He finally | eans back fromthe w ndow.

I nside the firewagon, on the right side of the conpartnent, is a round-faced magus, at |east a
second- | evel adept, for he wears the |ightning enblemon the breast of his tunic. The magus is
older, with gray at his tenples and the hint of the sungold eyes that distinguishes nany of those
Magi'i who work heavily with chaos. His eyes and chaos-senses have |ighted upon Lorn occasionally,
and nore than once in the past hundred kays of the journey has puzzl ement crossed his face.
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The sol e other occupant of the front conpartment is a silver-haired merchanter who continues to
sleep quietly in the corner opposite Lorn's, directly across fromthe nmagus. Abruptly, he sits up-
when the firewagon begins to slow as it approaches its final stop at the harbor portico. After a
nmonent, he | ooks around, then out into the mst, nodding as he catches sight of the |arger
mer chanter mansions on the hill. He turns to his travel conpanions. "Majer, Magus... | wi sh you
both well." H s eyes twinkle as he looks at Lorn. "You will find nuch has changed, Mjer."

"I imagine it has," Lorn responds, wondering exactly how nuch the nmerchanter knows, for the man
has scarcely spoken to him since they boarded at Chul byn the day before, and Lorn has only given
his name and his previous duty station.

"The essentials of Cyad change but little," replies the magus.

There is the slightest of lurches as the firewagon brakes to a conplete stop under the portico.

"They will change nore than even the Mgi'i can know, honored ser," suggests the ol der
merchanter. "My best to you both." Wth a sprightliness that belies his appearance, the nerchanter
is the first to | eave the firewagon.

Al t hough Lorn reaches for his sabre imediately, he waits for the ol der magus to depart the
firewagon before he extracts his bags fromunder the seat and slips out into the warmnoist air of
Cyad. Once outside on the platform portico, he sets down the bags and clips his sabre to his green
web belt before | ooking toward the carriage-hire lane across the narrow way fromhim Since there
are several carriages, he lifts his bags and crosses to the first, addressing the driver. "The
Traders' Plaza."

"Yes, ser."

The driver | eans back and opens the carriage door for Lorn, who sets the two duffels that hold
his gear-and his chaos-glass and Ryalth's book-on the floor of the covered carriage. The carriage
feel s confined and stuffy, yet danp, and Lorn is glad when the short ride ends and he can step out
into the msty warnth outside the Traders' Plaza, where he tenders three coppers, before making
his way across the outside Plaza toward the clan side.

Once again, he has no idea of what to expect, except that Ryal or House is on the uppernost
Il evel. Figures in shimrercloth blue glance at him then glance away at the sight of the cream and-
green Mrror Lancer uniform

"...don't see many senior |ancers here..."

"...family, probably..."

Fami |y indeed. Lorn smiles as he wal ks up the steps-wi der and ol der than those on the clanless
side of the Plaza, with depressions in the center of the granite risers. On the uppernost |evel he
finds the doorway with the Ryal or House enbl em above it-the inverted triangle with the intertw ned
R and L-and steps through the open doors of ancient and polished gol den oak

He does not even quite make three steps into the open space inside the door before Eil eyt has
two junior enunerators taking his bags and ushering himtoward the private study-or office, as
Ryalth calls it-that is his consort's. As he wal ks toward the rear corner, he can see that Ryal or
House now occupi es several roons.

"She's here, Majer, and told us to be watching for you," Eileyt says. "She has been for severa
days. "

"I see." Lorn laughs gently. Fromthe reception he is getting, he has the inpression that
Ryalth has been nost forceful

Ryalth stands in the open door of her office, in her blue tunic and trousers, her hair shorter,
but with a wide and warmsmile on her face. As Lorn nears, she steps back into the office, and
Lorn finds hinmself standing before her, his bags being deposited beside him Then the door is
closed, and Lorn is not sure who holds whom only that they do.

"You're back," she finally says, |eaning away enough to speak, but |eaving her arnms around him

"I"mback. It's so good to hold you."

"It's good to hold you." She gl ances sideways at him "You're worried."

He nods. "lI'mnot sure | should be here. |I'm supposed to report to the Mjer-Comuander as soon
as | arrive. But it's been so long."

"The Maj er- Conmander can spare us these few nonents.”

Lorn agrees, and they enbrace again.

After a tine, Lorn glances around, then sees the snmall high-sided bed in the corner

"He's sleeping," Ryalth says. "I'mglad you | ooked."

He puts his arns back around her. "I've | ooked so nany nights."

"I know. | could feel it. That's why... how... | knew you were all right and that you cared
when there weren't any scrolls.”

"There were," Lorn says. "Dettaur intercepted themall, and all yours to ne."

"Jerial never liked him Neither did your nother."
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"l never got the scrolls about that, either," Lorn says.

Ryal th shakes her head. "Wy would he do that?"

"Sone people are like that. He's always wanted to bully people, and |'ve stopped him severa
times."

Ryalth frowns. "But if you got no scrolls..."

"Your last scroll, the only one | received after the first two seasons ago... it said sonething
about the family problens... and the glass... it came up blank."

"I"'msorry. Jerial wote, too, and | think Myryan did."

"I never got them"

"Do you have to go? Right away?"

"I can't stay too long. | probably should have gone straight to the Mrror Lancer Court,
but..." Lorn shrugs, then grins. "It has been so long, and | |ove you, and |'ve mnissed you." He
al so has wanted to at |east see Ryalth before he sees the Myjer-Commander, for he knows not what
lies ahead. "And |'ve never seen Kerial, either.”

Ryalth takes his hand and | eads himtoward the snall bed. "He's beautiful."

Lorn | ooks down at Kerial, his skin fair and clear, his fine hair reddish. After a nonment, as
if aware he is being studied, the infant opens his eyes, already anber, and gazes back, lifting a
chubby hand as if to touch Lorn's face. Lorn bends and brushes the boy's cheeks with his |ips.

"I"'mglad you came here first. It's the first tine you have."

"You're the nost inportant one. Both of you."

"I"'mglad." She touches his cheek. "WII you cone back here?"

"As soon as | can." He draws her close for a |last enbrace. "As soon as | can."

It remains a while before Lorn finally reclains his bags, straightens his uniform and steps
back out into the main space of Ryal or House

"...doesn't | ook so dangerous..."

Eileyt's laugh is |oud enough for Lorn to recognize. "You don't think her consort would be
danger ous?"

As Lorn manages to cross to the outer double doors, he can sense the silence of recognition
behi nd his back. At the doors he | ooks back. He and Ryalth smle at each other. After a long
monent, he turns once nore and carries his bags toward the stairs. He hopes he can find a carriage
to the Lancers' Tower. VWile he knows where the building is, he realizes that he has never been
inside the structure. Nor has he ever net either of the men whose nanes are so famliar.

LXXXI 11

The two nmen pause in the third-floor corridor, outside the main and enpty audi ence hall of the
Pal ace of Eternal Light. Fifty cubits behind themare a pair of guards. Otherwi se, the corridor is
vacant .

"Greetings, nost honored Second Magus," offers Luss

"Greetings to you, Captain-Conmmander." Kharl inclines his head. "I have not seen you often
recently."

"Wth fewer audiences being held by H's Mghtiness... | have been occupied in the Mrror Lancer
Court."

"Ah, yes, | understand. The difficulties in Jerans... rather enbarrassing, | would inagine. It

must be difficult to persuade the Enperor of the necessity of nore lancers in the north when a sub-
mejer is able to ravage the land and take a major port with | ess than six conpanies, and then
bring back nore golds than his expedition cost."

"He noved quickly, and raided effectively," Luss counters. "He took nothing... except, of
course, a nunber of blades, including quite a few that were shipped to the barbarians by the house
of the former Merchanter Advisor... and one other house. The Mrror Lancers renmain astounded, of
course, that the farseeing Magi'i were unaware of this." The Captai n- Commander bows slightly.
"There is talk, | also have heard, that VWanat' ner nay nove to strip clan status from Bl uyet
House. "

"There is always talk, but we have not heard such from Wanat hinself, and he is nost direct."

"Ch, most honored and devious of Magi'i, you suggest that some plant the runors so that VWanat
will seem weak when he does not do such.”

"That has been known to happen,” replies Kharl snoothly. "And when will your young sub-najer
who caused this . . . unsettling... return to Cyad?"

"He shoul d be here shortly." Luss glances to the west, toward the | ower building that holds the
headquarters of the Mrror Lancers.
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"Today?" presses the Second Magus.

"That is possible." The Captai n- Commander sniles, and his bushy black eyebrows lift. "You seem
nost interested in a nere sub-majer. But then you do have a certain... interest."”

"I do," adnmits Kharl. "He is a fornmer student nagus, and all such reflect on the Magi'i,
al though to date he has refl ected nost credibly upon the Mrror Lancers. You act as though you are
worried about himconing forth to present hinself. WIIl he? O does he indeed need to worry?"

"You woul d know better than |, honored Second Magus, for he is related to you, if sonewhat
indirectly."

"Were he ny son, or a full nagus, | would have no doubts. But since he is not, and since he is
a lancer..." Kharl shrugs. "That is why | inquire of you. | also nust adnit that | amcurious to

see how you and the Mj er-Commander receive him And scarcely for-as you put it-for persona
interests."

" Oh?"

"Hi s actions have pointed out weaknesses in the Mrror Lancers and corruption in the
merchanters. Were anything to happen to him particularly i medi ately, nore questions would be
rai sed about the Mrror Lancers being sonehow... indebted to the nerchanters."” Kharl |aughs. "I
know t hat such coul d never happen, but the perception would be there, nonetheless. It would not
af fect the less-senior officers, for young Lorn's actions would be taken as nore...
representative... of their abilities and notivations."

"The Maj er-Conmander is nost aware of the subtleties of the situation.”

"As | am nost certain you are, Captain-Comrander," Kharl suggests. "You have always placed the
reputation of the Mrror Lancers high in your priorities.”

"As have you the reputation of the Magi'i in yours." Luss bows. "If you will but excuse ne,
honored Second Magus, the Maj er- Cormander expects nme nost shortly.”

"I amnost certain that he does, and | w sh you well .’

LXXXI V

Lorn steps into the front foyer of the five-story white granite building, a structure larger than
any in the conmpounds and out posts where he has served, but one not terribly large-less than a
hundred cubits long and sixty deep at the base, with each floor having a terrace, so that the
structure narrows with each floor. The foyer itself is perhaps thirty cubits on a side with a set
of wide white granite steps at the back, just behind a square stone arch that contains no
ornanentati on. The stone walls are also plain white sunstone, while the floor is a slightly
pi nki sh white granite that has been polished into a shimrering finish. The only decoration in the
foyer are the two green tapestries on the rear wall flanking the archway to the stairs. Each
silver-bordered tapestry shows a silver sabre crossed by silver firelance.

A single senior squad | eader sits behind a gol den-oak tabl e desk on a sunstone dais in the
m ddl e of the foyer, flanked by two Mrror Lancers in spotless creamuniforns, each with a sabre
and a short firel ance.

Lorn steps forward.

The squad | eader gl ances at Lorn's insignia. "Ser?"

"Sub- Maj er Lorn. | have orders to report to the Mjer-Comuander personally." Lorn extends the
scrol |.

The squad | eader takes the scroll and reads. His eyes linger on the last lines and the
signature. "Yes, ser. It's rather unusual. H's study is on the fifth floor. You will need to

present your orders to him Ah... that is, squad | eader Tygyl will present them"™

Lorn smles as he takes back the order roll. "I understand. The steps there?" He inclines his
head to the wi de steps at the back of the foyer.

"Yes, ser."

Lorn lifts his bags. He had debated | eaving the bags with Ryalth, but that would have nmade it
clear that he had not cone directly to the Mrror Lancer Court.

The sub-mmj er crosses the foyer and wal ks through the square arch to begi n ascendi ng the steps,
which rise a half-flight to a landing. Fromeach end of the |anding, another set rises a half-
flight to the next floor. The pattern continues for four flights. Lorn pauses at each | andi ng and
takes several deep breaths. He scarcely wants to arrive at the Mjer-Conmander's study panting and
puf fing, although he expects he will be waiting for a while.

At the open space of the topnost floor, there is another senior squad | eader seated behind yet
anot her gol den-oak table desk. There are three doorways fromthe foyerlike space-one to the right,
one to the left, and one directly behind the squad. The doorways to the left and right are cl osed
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and each guarded by a pair of Mrror Lancers, again with sabres and the short firelances. The
doubl e doors behind the table desk are open and unguar ded.

Lorn steps forward and extends the order scroll. "Sub-Majer Lorn. As ordered, | amreporting
personally to the Mjer-Comuander." As an afterthought, he also extends the hand with the Mrror
Lancer seal ring.

"Yes, ser. They've been expecting you
noments. "You cane directly, | see.”

"As directly as | could,"” Lorn says.

"The Captai n-Conmmander will see you first, and then the Majer-Comuander."” The staffer turns in
his chair and gestures toward the open doors behind him "If you would wait in the anteroom

The squad | eader studies Lorn for the briefest of

there... ? There is water and sonme fruit and cheese there, if you haven't had a chance to eat
recently. And, ser... I'll be giving your orders to the Mjer-Comuander."

"Thank you." Lorn inclines his head.

"Not at all, ser." The senior squad | eader rises and wal ks toward the door to the left-on the

north side of the open foyer

Lorn lifts the bags and wal ks toward the receiving area. The room beyond the doubl e doors is
small, no nore than ten cubits by fifteen, with a settee agai nst the oak-paneled wall opposite the
doors. The settee is flanked by two narrow and open wi ndows. Set out fromthe settee and at right
angl es are two wooden arnthairs, each with a green cushion. Against the wall at the right end of
the roomis a gol den-oak sideboard with several trays upon it.

Lorn sets his bags beside the wooden chair closest to the door, and nakes his way to the
si deboard, where he pours water fromthe crystal carafe into a matching crystal nug. He studies
the water and the trays of bread crackers and cheese, and the fruit bowl w th his chaos-senses,
but can detect nothing untoward. He lifts the nug and drains it alnost imrediately. After

refilling the mug, he then takes several hard crackers and a dryi ng wedge of cheese, and eats
them He will need his senses about him and it has been awhile since he has eaten. He takes a
second round of crackers and cheese, and finishes those.

" Ser ?"

Lorn turns.

"The Maj er- Conmander has requested that you neet with the Captain-Conmander first." The squad
| eader gestures toward Lorn's gear. "You can | eave those there."

"Thank you." Lorn stops by the bag and extracts a rolled bundle before he follows the staffer
out of the receiving area and toward the door on the south side of the foyer

The squad | eader opens it for Lorn, but does not enter

Lorn steps into the study, a space roughly fifteen cubits wide and thirty long. To his right is
an oblong table, with eight arm ess chairs. The entire wall on the right side of the roomis
conpri sed of gol den-oak bookshel ves, and nost of the shelves are filled with volunes. Lorn
conceal s his interest as he catches sight of several shimering silver book spines.

The left wall is nostly of narrow wi ndows, although but two are open. The south end of the room
contains a wide and polished table desk, set before two wi de wi dows that overl ook the south end of
Cyad. The man who stands behind the table desk has black hair and bushy bl ack eyebrows and wears a
silver sunburst crossed by a sabre on the collar of his cream and-green uniform

Lorn bows. "Captai n- Conmander."

"Sub-Majer Lorn. It's good to see you." Captain-Comuander Luss gestures to the chairs before
his table desk, waiting a nonment before reseating hinself.

Lorn steps forward, past the conference table, and takes the chair on the right side. He does
not offer the rolled scrolls, keeping themloosely in his |eft hand.

The Capt ai n- Commander | ooks full at Lorn and snmiles. "You do not |ook half so deadly as the
| egends which al ready surround you."

"Legends are nmade by those with other goals, |I fear, ser
served Cyad and the Mrror Lancers."

"I ndeed you have, and that is something that all too nany of your comuanders seemto have
forgotten.” Luss's smle fades into a faint professional shadow of the one which wel coned Lorn
"The problemthe Mjer-Comuander faces is that all senior officers feel that they serve Cyad and
the Mrror Lancers... if you understand what | nean."

"You suggest, ser," Lorn says slowy, "that there are as many visions of the Mrror Lancers as
there are senior officers.”

"Not quite that many," Luss says with a laugh. "Not near that many... but enough."

"Whi ch vision do you and the Majer-Commander serve? It would be best that | knowthat if | am
to carry out ny duties."

Luss laughs again. "Wre it that sinple. Wre it that sinple."

Lorn says snoothly. "I have al ways
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Lorn waits, knowi ng that Luss is watching for a conmitment of sorts.

After a time, Luss begins to speak, deliberately. "You have been npbst diligent in reporting
your actions, fromthe time you first served at Isahl. | have reviewed those reports. You have
al ways reported clearly, and so far as any can tell, with great accuracy. Your reports from Biehl
showed even greater detail and accuracy. Yet there were no reports fromlnividra until the |ast
report that you wwote for Commander |kynd. You did wite that report, did you not?" Luss lifts his

eyebr ows.
"I wote a nunber of reports while I was conmandi ng at |nividra. As commanded, | sent them al
to Majer Dettaur. There were no reports in the files at Assyadt when | reported there after the

Jeran canpaign."” Lorn shrugs. "I had suggested that duplicates be sent fromlnividra to Assyadt,
but | was detached, so that | have no idea if that was carried out."

"You suggest that Mjer Dettaur destroyed such reports."”

"Ser... | have no idea what occurred. | can only say that the reports | sent were not in the
records chests at Assyadt. | know the reports were witten and delivered. Beyond that, only
Commander | kynd and Maj er Dettaur would know. "

"You killed Majer Dettaur."

"He attacked ne without warning or reason. | defended nyself. | inagine, although one can only
surm se, that he feared that ny presence would reveal that he had been distorting the records of
ny actions and that he woul d be disgraced.”

"Yet, you nerely reported that he had died in the line of duty," Luss says.

"Wul d there have been any point in revealing that he had distorted the records? Wuld it have
hel ped the Mrror Lancers?”

"No." Luss shakes his head. "Mst sub-nmajers who found their actions debased by a superior
woul d not have acted in such a fashion."

"l cannot say | enjoyed letting Majer Dettaur have an honorabl e death,"” Lorn admits. "But ny
satisfaction woul d have served the lancers ill."

Luss nods. "Indeed it would. Your restraint there was inpressive. Because of the difficulties
that m ght have occurred, Majer Dettaur's reports to | ancer headquarters have al so been destroyed,
and, as you had apparently already suggested, | have requested that Commander |kynd have
duplicates of your reports copied and sent here for the records."”

"I think you will find themthorough and accurate,” Lorn replies.

"OfF that, | amnost certain." Luss smiles. "I have little else to add. | did wish to neet you,
but the Majer-Conmander will be detailing your duties. He was nost particular that you woul d be
working directly for him You should feel flattered. He sel domtakes such an interest in a sub-
maj er."

"I feel most fortunate,
i nterest and advice, ser."

"I amglad you feel so, and trust you will always do so." Luss rises and steps around the
table. "W need to bring you to the Mjer-Comuander."

Lorn stands and follows the senior officer back past the conference table and out into the
foyer area, past the staffer's table and to the double doors on the north end of the foyer

Luss opens the door and nmotions for Lorn to enter. The sub-nmgjer does so, and Luss follows him
i nside, closing the door

The study is the sane length as that of the Captain-Conmander, but wider, close to thirty
cubits, and there are wi ndowed doors that open onto a roof terrace that, Lorn can see through al
the wi ndows on each of the three walls before him surrounds the study.

The gray-eyed, gray-haired Mrror Lancer officer who stands beside his table desk is not so
tall as either Lorn or Luss, and nore slender, yet there is the strength of a tested sabre in his
franme, and in the gray eyes that seemto take in everything.

"Ser... Sub-Mjer Lorn," offers Luss.

"Greetings." Rynst |ooks at Luss. "And thank you, Luss. | will be talking to you | ater about
t he depl oynents. "

"Yes, ser." Luss inclines his head and slips back out of the study.

Lorn stands waiting.

Lorn replies. "In working for the Mjer-Commander, and in having your

"Come on... have a seat. It's nore confortable than a firewagon. Tygyl said that you cane
al nost directly here.™
"Yes, ser." Lorn steps forward, past the conference table that is nmore than tw ce the size of

the one in the Captain-Commander's office, and takes the seat opposite the |eft-hand corner of the
pol i shed tabl e desk. Through the w ndow before which Rynst sits, Lorn can see both the gray-blue
wat ers of the harbor and the Pal ace of Eternal Light, the outlines of both blurred by the m st of
the late-spring day.
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Rynst'alt surveys Lorn slowy. "You are indeed your father's son. It's too bad that he didn't
live to see it. I"'msorry for his death."

Lorn forces his hinmself to swallow and his face to turn blank. "H s death?"

Rynst frowns. "You didn't know?"

"No, ser. | did not know. | worried because there was no response to ny scrolls hone, and
have feared, but | did not know | did fear the worst."

"You were sent scrolls.”

Lorn offers a tight smile. "Majer Dettaur thought it best | should not be troubled by scrolls
frommy consort or fromny famly-only fromny sire.’

Rynst's face tightens. "Those are harsh words about a fellow officer, and soneone who has been
close to your famly."

Lorn neets the older officer's eyes. "I do not trouble nyself to lie, ser. He would have
destroyed the outpost at Inividra to ensure ny death. He put ny men at risk with every order he
i ssued in the nane of Conmmander I|kynd."

Rynst raises his eyebrows. "If that be so... it night explain nuch. Yet | cannot see why he
woul d do such. He had a bright future."

"M ne | ooked brighter to him ser. That, he could not abide."

"You will have to deal with this..."

"I already have. When | reported to Conmander |kynd, Dettaur attacked me with a sabre. | was
forced to defend nyself." Lorn smiles. "I took the liberty of bringing his orders for you to
exam ne." The sub-nmajer extends the rolled bundle.

As he takes the scrolls, Rynst sighs. "You are indeed your father's son. Act quickly, and
support your actions." He pauses. "Your father was nore than any knew, as you will discover."

Lorn lowers his eyes for a nonment, trying to control the burning in them even though his
father's death is not the sudden shock he has expressed. He swallows. "I'msorry, ser. Even though
| suspected..."

"I can understand that." Rynst nods. He reads through the scrolls, cursorily, then | ooks at
Lorn. "You did not protest Dettaur's actions?"

"How?" Lorn's lips twist. "By dispatching a | ancer nessenger for a three-day ride to post a
scroll that would be read by the Captain-Conmander ?"

Rynst frowns. "Do you really think you can wear Alyiakal's mantle?"

"No, ser. No man can wear another's."

"That sounds like Kien." The Mjer-Commander shakes his head. "Such honesty is nost dangerous
in Cyad, young Lorn."

"Ser... dishonesty with you is far nore dangerous."

Rynst | aughs, a | ow rueful sound, shaking his head. "Chaos-light... you sound so nuch |ike your
sire. The dry honesty..." He shakes his head again. After a | ong nonent, the Majer-Comrander pulls
a pouch fromhis desk drawer and extends it. "You've been pronoted. You're a majer. | can't afford

to have aides who are less than majers. No one listens to them Mst don't listen to majers, but
you' ve enough background and a reputation for action that being a majer should be enough. Besi des,
too much rank right now woul d not be wise."

"Yes, ser." Lorn takes the soft shinmercloth pouch

Rynst leans forward. "Your tasks are very sinple. You do what | ask. You do nothing for anyone
el se, unless you are certain it is to acconplish what | have set before you."

"Yes, ser."
"You have not had any furlough or leave in close to two years. Is that not correct?”
"Yes, ser."

"You need to see your consort and your famly, especially after learning of your father's
death. You have the rest of this eightday, and all of the next. When you return, in addition to
your normal reporting duties, your first task is straightforward enough. You wite well, and
swiftly. That is clear.” Rynst's lips twist into a snile that is near-ironic. "Not all appreciate
that. You know that the chaos-towers are failing. OQtherw se you woul d not have gone to Jera. Draft
a plan for dealing with the Jeranyi. For the first draft, do not consider the factions in Cyad.
Once you return, you will draft what you believe to be the best |ancer solution. Do not put a line
to paper until you return. |Is that clear?"

"Yes, ser."

"I will see you an eightday fromoneday." Rynst sniles slightly as he stands, "And Majer... two
matters: First, put on the insignia before you | eave the outer study. And, second, it mght be
best if no other officers and enunerators di sappeared-at |east for a while. | don't have officers
to waste, even bad ones, and |'ve suggested, even to the Captain-Conmander, that you'll refrain
fromsuch if he will. Now .. go and spend sonme tine with your consort and famly."
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"Yes, ser." Lorn stands.
Rynst's snile is fatherly-al nbst-as he watches Lorn | eave his study.

LXXXV

Lorn wants to touch the enmblemon his collar-the niniature crossed |ances-as he sits in the
carriage that conveys himback down to the Traders' Plaza. The short trip seens al nbpst a metaphor
for his recent life, as he feels he noves frompoint to point with nothing exactly being settl ed,
each action sonehow not quite finished.

He gl ances through the carriage wi ndow. A patch of blue sky has finally appeared over the
har bor, spreading slowy as he watches, and m st begins to rise off the white sunstone piers where
the warm sun strikes them

Lorn leaves the carriage driver with half a silver, and wal ks quickly across the Plaza. His
steps are less deliberate as he clinbs to the topnost floor of the building holding Ryal or House

This time, unlike others when he has arrived, his consort is not nmeeting with other factors or
traders, and her smle is even warner-and nore relieved-as he opens the door to her private
of fice. He closes the door behind him

Kerial in her arnms, Ryalth steps forward. "Wat happened?"

"I met with the Captain-Conmmander, and then the Mjer-Comuander. The Maj er- Commander pronoted
me right there and said | had furlough until an eightday from next oneday."

"You have tinme to spend with your famly?"

"I was ordered to spend it with you."

"Maybe you shoul d bend the rules nore often.”

"This is the first tine | have ended up with nore time with you," he points out.

"Let's go hone. W can talk there," she says. "For once, | don't have anyone coni ng by, and
don't want anyone to show up." She eases back toward her table desk and scoops up a blue | eather
bag. "Kerial's things."

Then she opens the door and beckons to Eileyt, who sits at a snall table a halfscore of cubits
from her door.

The senior enunerator stands and slips toward the three. "Yes, Lady?"

"Eileyt, we're leaving," Ryalth says quietly. "If |I cone in tonmorrow, it won't be for |ong.
I"ll be in on fourday to neet with the Austran."

"Yes, Lady."

"You know where to send a nessenger if it's urgent, but it had best be nobst urgent."

The senior enunerator sniles and bows his head. "I trust it will not be necessary."

"So do |." Ryalth shifts Kerial -whose arnms and pudgy fists have begun to windnmill-from one

shoul der to the other.

As the couple and their son cross the front roomof Ryal or House, Lorn is aware that all the
merchanters watch them if covertly, and he wonders exactly what has been said about him for they
see Ryalth every day.

Several nerchanters fromother houses step aside as Lorn, Ryalth, and Kerial nmke their way
down the steps and out onto the Plaza whose eastern side, in the late afternoon, is finally bathed
in sunlight.

On the lower level, another pair of younger enunerators freeze and watch. Lorn catches the
words after they pass.

"See... he's real... Majer now... too."

"...better not offend VWanat' ner, then. It's too short a trip."

Lorn wonders about the |ast words.

Ryalth smiles. "You are the subject of sone nmany runors anong the nerchanters. Vyanat copied
parts of the report you sent him He suggested that he woul d send any traders who sold weapons to
the Jeranyi to see you personally."

"l suppose he called ne the Butcher of Nhais, or Jera?"

Ryalth frows. "No... he was nore conplinmentary than that."
"That's what Dettaur called ne."
"Fromwhat | have heard fromJerial, I'mnot surprised." Ryalth says, turning westward as they

| eave the Pl aza.

"She liked Dettaur less than | did." Lorn | ooks along the Road of Benevol ent Conmerce. "Were
are we headed?"

"Hone. "

"You have a better place?" He smiles. "I knew that fromthe glass, but | never got any
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scrolls..."

Ryalth frowns. "Those were in the ones-"

"-that Dettaur intercepted and destroyed." Lorn |aughs.

"For that alone he should have been slain."

"I't wasn't just for that," Lorn says quietly. "I killed himbecause what he was doi ng woul d
have killed nore | ancers and because he woul d have done anything to destroy me-and you." He shakes
his head. "And nostly because he attacked nme rather than explain."

"You had said he had tried to kill you."

"He still thought he was better with a sabre."

"Your brother Vernt-he said your friend Tyrsal told himthat you could use a blade with either
hand, and that no one in the |lancers could natch you."

"l doubt that," Lorn protests. "There are probably a nunber."”

"Zero is a nunber, too, ny dear, and closer to the truth. After all, Dettaur was among the
best, and he is dead."

Lorn cannot dispute that, although Dettaur's death was aided by Lorn's control of chaos-
energi es, and that, he cannot nention anywhere. "Wy did you decide to nove? Kerial ?"

"For that reason, and because this location is nuch better, and closer." An amused expression
crosses her |ips.

They turn down a narrow side way-narrow for Cyad, perhaps only twenty cubits w de-that was
per haps once intended as a service way for the larger nmansions that front the Fourth and Fifth
Har bor Ways. Hal fway down the road is a wall that runs between two carriage stables. In the center
of that al abaster wall is a heavy iron gate-a rarity in Cyad.

"The gate cane fromHanor. | felt it would prove... useful.” Ryalth's lips curl, but the
expression is not quite a smile. After extracting a key fromher belt wallet, she unlocks the
gate, then locks it behind them after they step around the privacy hedge of thornroses that bl ocks
any view from beyond the gate. Beyond the hedge is a garden, with a fountain shaped |ike the trunk
of a pearapple tree. Flanking the fountain are two teardrop-shaped fl ower gardens, each backed by
a shoul der-hi gh boxwood hedge. The green narble walk | eads to the fountain basin, circles it, and
then nmel ds back into a single pathway | eading to the dwelling beyond.

"When it's warnmer and the water sprays, the fountain has the shape of a true pearappl e-al nost,
anyway, " the redhead expl ai ns.

Lorn takes in the dwelling on the far side of the garden. It is low, nerely two stories, with a
covered veranda supported by fluted green marble pillars. The house itself is also of marble, a
shade of white, lightly tinted green. He can see the wi de wi ndows and the double doors. "It's
| ovel y."

"I't should be." Her words are light. "Let ne show you."

Lorn follows her around the fountain basin and up the three wide marble steps. A polished
wooden settee sits before the wi de window on the |eft side of the doors, and is flanked by two | ow
tabl es.

"The cushions are inside. | don't sit out here in the winter, and |'ve been so busy that
sonehow, the cushions never got out here." Ryalth unlocks the heavy white-oak door and notions for
Lorn to enter.

He does, but once he noves around the inner ceramic privacy screen, he stops cold in the entry
foyer.

There are four steps down, so that the ceilings are far higher than they had | ooked from
outside. The walls are a pale green stone, half-covered with gold-trinmred green hangi ngs, and
covering nore than half the pale green marble floor is a six-sided woven green carpet, bordered in
bl ue and edged in gold. Two archways |ead fromthe foyer

"Kysia... Ayleha, I'mhone!" Ryalth calls, shifting Kerial fromher right to her left arm

A heavyset gray-haired woman appears in the |left-hand archway and nods. She wears a tunic and
trousers of pale green, and a darker green scarf covers her throat, alnobst to her chin.

"Ayleha, this is Lorn... ny consort, the one | have talked about. He is Kerial's father. He
hasn't been able cone to Cyad very often."” Ryalth waits for a nmonent. "Lorn is the only one who is
wel come here when | amnot. The only one. W owe himeverything. Everything."

Ayl eha bobs her head twice. Another figure appears in the archway behi nd Ayl eha-Kysia, Lorn
suspects, who had served in his parents' house.

"I"mgoing to show hi maround. W'IlIl have di nner when we usually do. Lorn and | have much to
talk over."

The silent serving woman nods once, then smles.

Lorn realizes she has no teeth, but he snmiles and says, "|I'm pleased to neet you, Ayleha."

The woman nods, first to Ryalth, then to Lorn, before slipping back through the archway.
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"She doesn't speak."
"She can't. She was a slave in Hanor. To one of the merchant princes. They don't like their
secrets spread. She tried to escape. She finally succeeded, and sonmeone who owed ne a favor

thought | might find her useful."” Ryalth sighs. "She is, and she's grateful, and she cooks well,
and it still bothers ne."

Lorn touches her arm "You can only do what you can do."

"Sonetines... that's not enough.”

Lorn is the one to allow hinmself to sigh. "I know "

Ryalth gestures to the short, nuscular, gray-eyed wonan who renains in the archway. "And you
renenber Kysia?"

Lorn |l aughs as he recalls the servant whom Ryalth had paid surreptitiously to help his famly
and report to her. "I"'mglad to neet you closely, and face-to-face."

"And | you, ser." A mischievous snile appears. "You are difficult to avoid."

"You won't have to, not anynore."

Kysia bows, the smile still on her face.

"He hasn't seen the house."

The gray-eyed young worman bows and slips back through the archway.

Still westling with a squirming Kerial, Ryalth turns to Lorn. "W have nuch to tal k about. But
I et me show you the house, first." A snile dances across her lips as she noves toward the right
archway fromthe foyer.

"You didn't have to tell Ayleha you owed ne everything. You don't."

"But | do." Her thin eyebrows lift. "You deceived ne, dear |ancer. | thought there were but a
few hundred golds in that chest you gave nme, oh so |ong ago. There were al so rubi es and eneral ds
and cl ose to another thousand golds beneath the lining." She laughs. "So | deceived you, and used
them" She draws Lorn fromthe central foyer through the wide arch into the front sitting room "A
smal |l portion of our ill-gotten gains."

The sitting roomcontains the bordered carpet that depicts the trading ship that had sunk with
Ryalth's parents aboard so many years before, and the settee fromher earlier quarters, and a
great deal nore, including a tall and polished gol den-oak bookcase and a natchi ng si deboard set
under one of the w de w ndows.

Fromthe sitting room Ryalth leads Lorn into a dining roomwith a table that will seat al nost
a score easily.

"For when we invite your famly," she explains.

"WIl Ciesrt even cone?" asks Lorn

"Now that you are working for the Mjer-Comuander, | inagine he will be nost ready to sup with
us," Ryalth says dryly. "If only to see what he can di scover."

"Wahh!" interjects Keri al

"Hush, sweetheart, we'll be just a bit, but your father hasn't even seen the house yet."

Kerial sniffs, |oudly.

The kitchen, where both Kysia and Ayl eha are | aboring, chopping onions and other vegetables, is
as large as the entire quarters Ryalth had occupi ed on the east side of Cyad.

Wth Kerial squirmng nore and nore, Ryalth hurries up the center stairs and toward t he heavy
oak door in the mddle of the south side of the house. The naster chanber-with a snmall bal cony
beyond-stretches a good thirty cubits along the middle of the front of the house, and is al nost
fifteen cubits deep.

Lorn looks at the ornate, triple-width bed. "lI've seen this so many tines in the glass. I'm
glad 1"'mhere to see it in person.”
"So aml."

"Wahh!" adds Keri al .

"He's hungry... and..."

"That's all right. 1've been traveling for days. | can clean up while you feed him"

"By then, dinner for us will be ready, and, after that," Ryalth says, "Kerial is usually tired
enough to sleep.”

"When did you get that?" Lorn asks, inclining his head toward the little bed.

"About three eightdays ago. | hoped you woul d be conmi ng hone."

Lorn bends toward her, dodging Kerial's flailing arm and brushes her cheek with his lips. "I'm
very glad."

"You get cleaned up, and I'll get your very insistent son fed." Ryalth smiles again. "The

arnoire on the left is yours. It's enpty.”
Lorn returns the smle and sets his bags beside the arnoire.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (155 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:03 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

LXXXVI

Whaaa. .. "

Kerial's protest is the first sound Lorn hears, as the barest tinge of gray seeps through the
shutters. The tired sub-majer w nces, then suppresses a sigh as Ryalth slips fromthe large bed to
the snall er one.

"There, there... Mdther's right here." She lifts the reddi sh-haired boy and cradles himin her
arns, then one-handedly readjusts the pillows on her bed before slipping back beside Lorn, and
easing Kerial's hungry nouth to her breast.

For a tinme, Lorn just watches his consort and their son.

"You' re quiet," Ryalth says.

"It's strange, al nost anmazing, to be here," he admts. "And to think that we have a child."
"You were anmazing last night." Ryalth shifts her weight slightly to brush a strand of short red
r of f her forehead.

Kerial sucks |oudly.

Lorn flushes. "I mnissed you."

"I"ve mssed you." She smiles. "Couldn't you tell?"

Lorn finds hinmself flushing nore.

"I like it when you do that."

"What ? Turn red?" he asks wyly.

"You' re al ways so conposed when anyone sees you," she points out. "Someone who doesn't know you
woul d think you feel nothing. | even wondered at first. It nade nore sense once | began to
understand the Magi'i."

"That nothing is hidden, you nean?"

Ryalth sits up and lifts Kerial to her shoulder, patting himon the back gently. She is
rewarded with a small burp, and she eases himdown and lets himnurse fromthe other breast. "It's
nore subtle than that," she nuses. "Watching people through a glass and using your senses to
Iisten when no one thinks you can-1've seen you do that-doing that takes tinme and effort. No one
can watch anyone all the tine. So you never know what someone knows, only that they could know. "

"I can sense when soneone uses a glass," Lorn points out. "So can you."

"Sonetines, but nostly when it's you. It's hard, otherw se."

hai

"Unless it's a strong nmagus," Lorn suggests, then adds, "There nust be sone Magi'i in your
background. "

Ryalth offers a gentle laugh. "I've wondered that, lately, and if that's where the book came
from But there's no way to find out now "

"| suppose not. But Father woul d be very happy to know it... and pl eased."

"I have funny feelings about that. | don't feel like a nmagus or a healer."

"You weren't trained that way... but you're certainly as perceptive as ny sisters, and you can

sense things. That's one reason why you're a good trader."
"I don't know." Ryalth shakes her head. "The whol e bit about the chaos-gl asses-you told nme that

nmost Magi'i can't feel anyone using a glass. That's why they have to act as though everything they
do could be watched or heard. It's still hard to deal with. You were that way to begin wi th. Your
brother still is."

"l suppose that's why manners and custons are inportant." Lorn frowns. "Everyone expects them
and their saneness makes neeting and greeting soneone safer."

"That's the inpression, but I can tell when they're genuine and when they are just a formality.
Most peopl e can.”

"You' re saying that the nore adept of the Magi'i can use that to their advantage?"

"Don't you?"

Lorn | aughs. "You know me too well."

"You'd better keep using it, now that you're back in Cyad."

"You're right. I"'mstill worried."

"Why?" Ryalth's blue eyes are warm as they study him

"The Maj er- Conrander has sonething in mnd for ne, and the Captain-Conmander isn't exactly that
fond of nme."

"Neither is Bluyet Clan," Ryalth says dryly. "You're lucky that Wanat' mer is the Merchanter
Advi sor to the Enperor. The Hyshrah C an have never been fond of those of Bluyet. And Denys-he's
Bl uoyal ' s successor-was close to Bluoyal ."

"What's Wyanat' ner |ike?"

"He seens very direct. He speaks but the truth, and his words are blunt."” Ryalth shakes her
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head. "Behind the bluntness and the use of truth, there is great subtlety. Like Bluoyal, and |ike

Tasj an, he believes that the days of the Mrror Lancers, and especially of the Magi'i, are
passi ng. "

"They won't pass entirely," Lorn replies. "The better Magi'i can draw chaos fromthe world
around them It's not spoken of wi dely, but they can."

"How many? One out of ten?" asks Ryalth. "If the towers fail..."

"When the towers fail," Lorn says

"Then, nost of the Magi'i will be powerless, or have but a fraction of their former power,"

Ryalth notes. "Wanat knows that. Golds won't | ose their power, but the Mrror Lancers will be
| ess powerful wthout firelances..."

"Not necessarily. W could raise nore |ancers."

"And how wi |l you pay them and armt hen?"

"I bow to you, ny lady," Lorn says. "Both will take nmore golds, and that will |ead to greater
power for the merchanters.”

"You can think about that later." Ryalth disengages Kerial's nouth and lifts himto her
shoul der. "What would you |like to do today?"

Lorn offers a wide snile.

"Besides that. That will have to wait until later."

"I need to see Jerial and Myryan and Vernt."

"I had thought they could come here for dinner in a few days," suggests Ryalth.

"We still need to see Jerial and Myryan before that."

"Today would be better. W can hire a carriage for the day," suggests Ryalth.

"You could afford one all the tine," Lorn says, "fromwhat |'ve seen, you prosperous trader."
He grins.

"There's no point in that. Mst of the tine, | don't need it. Besides, that would draw
attention." Ryalth noistens her lips. "When we get up, |I'Il have Kysia find a nessenger to |et
t hem know we' Il be dropping by. Jerial mght be gone, otherwi se. Myryan gets home in the late

afternoon to prepare dinner for GCesrt."

Lorn nods. "Wbuld you like me to hold Kerial while you get washed and dressed?"

She smles. "That would be nice. He usually has to stay in his bed and fuss."

The sub-majer slowy takes his son, who is beginning to squirm and lifts the infant boy to his
shoul der.

"Keep your hand behind his neck. He's not that strong there yet," Ryalth cautions.

Lorn eases his fingers up Kerial's back. "How are you this norning, young nan?"

A slight burp is foll owed by, "Aaaaa..."

Lorn smles crookedly as he feels the danpness on his shoulder. There is much he will have to
get used to in Cyad-both in the Mrror Lancers and at hone.

LXXXVI |

It is nearly late mdnorning when Kysia cones to the top of the stairs and announces, "Lady,
ser... the carriage is here."

"Thank you," Lorn calls, clipping the Brystan sabre in place.

"I"ll carry Kerial. You don't have that nmany uniforns left,"” Ryalth says.

"Again," notes Lorn. "I'll need to have sone nore tailored.”

"Very stylishly."

"No... not too stylishly."

After a nonment, Ryalth nods. "Well-fitted, but not dandyish." She slips Kerial, who wears a
cream col ored tunic above green trousers that | ook baggy, into the crook of her left arm

Then the two descend to the main floor of the dwelling that still anazes Lorn in its deceptive
size and luxury. CQutside, the sun shines brightly, although there is a slight haze that |ightens
the green-bl ue sky.

The carriage that waits outside the iron gate is older, although the polished gol den-oak and
spruce of the closed body have been kept oiled and cl ean

As Lorn and Ryalth step outside the iron gate, Lorn | ooks at the gray-haired coachman. "The
Road of Perpetual Light, at the crossing of the Tenth Way." He opens the carriage door and extends
an armto help Ryalth inside.

"Yes, ser." The coachnman smles. "Handsome young-'un, there."

"Thank you," Ryalth says as she steps up and inside the carriage.

"You be needing ne all day?" asks the coachman.
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"Most of it, 1'd think," Lorn replies. "You'll be paid for the whole day."

"Thank you, ser."

Wth a nod, Lorn follows Ryalth into the coach and cl oses the door

As the carriage passes the Fourth Harbor Way East, Lorn can sense the chill of a chaos-gl ass,
and he | ooks at Ryalth. Her lips quirk

"Did Kysia find a nessenger to send to Jerial ?"

"OfF course. Otherwi se Jerial mght have been at the infirmary, but she's not. She's packing up

her things."
Lorn winces. "I hadn't thought about that."
"She'll be fine, dear," Ryalth says. "Unlike sone."
He forces hinself not to take a deep breath when the unseen chill of the chaos-gl ass passes.
Ryalth rai ses her eyebrows.
"I don't know." He answers the unspoken question. "A magus, but..." He shrugs. "It could be any

first-level adept."

"There will be nore," Ryalth says, patting Kerial on the back

"I fear so-now that | amback in Cyad."

When the coach pulls up outside the dwelling that had been Lorn's parents', he steps out
ckly, holding the door and offering a hand to Ryalth.

"You can wait in the shade here," Lorn tells the coachman. "And there's water in the |ower
garden there."

The driver nods.

"l don't know how long we'll be."

"We'll be here, ser."

Lorn and Ryalth wal k toward the door, but before they have even started up the steps, Jeria
opens the door and steps beyond the privacy screen. Lorn's older sister is clad in a deep bl ack
and there are circles around her eyes.

Lorn steps forward and hugs her.

"I"d hoped it would be you." She steps back and gestures. "Cone on in. Things are nmessy... |I'm
packi ng. "

Lorn holds back a frow and waits for Ryalth to carry Kerial past the tiled privacy screen
then nods to Jerial, and follows the wonmen into the house.

"Kerial just keeps getting bigger," Jerial notes as she closes the door.

qu

As they walk up to the second level, Lorn |ooks at Jerial. "lI'msorry. | was never told.
didn't get any scrolls fromyou or Ryalth."

Jerial nods. "I feared that when | didn't hear, and when | realized that Dettaur was at
Assyadt. | could feel it when you | ooked for Ryalth when we were together."

The three take seats in the sitting room

"Gaaaa..." Kerial announces, waving a chubby fist. "Gaaaa!" He lurches in Ryalth's arns toward
t he dark- haired heal er

"He's being social,"” Jerial says with a snile.

"He knows his aunt,"” Ryalth counters.

"He's like his father." Jerial grins at her brother. "Or like you were before you met Ryalth."

"Thank you for the |last phrase," Lorn says.

Kerial lurches once nore, and Ryalth stands and carries her son to Jerial, who takes him

easily.

"You're getting to be such a big boy," Jerial coos at the infant.

"About Father... Mther?" Lorn asks. "How |long has it been?"

"Fat her died on twoday of the third eightday of winter. Mther did not |ast three eightdays
beyond. | don't think she wanted to... and she had spent so nuch energy keeping himalive."

"I"'msorry... you know | didn't know. "

"What coul d you have done?" Jerial shakes her head. "I think I'mangriest that Dettaur took
your scrolls to Father. At the end... Father would reread the ol der ones, and he would talk to e
about when we were young."

"How was he... at the end?" Lorn ventures.

"The sane as al ways, except weaker. He was still sonetines saying the usual platitudes, except

that they weren't for himand sonetines the unexpected. He told Vernt that there would come a tine
when Vernt woul d need your help, and that Vernt had better not tilt his nose too far back to see
it."

"He said that?"

Jerial laughs. "And he told ne that there was |ife beyond Cyad, and not to forget it when the
time came. He didn't say nuch to Myryan that way, except to enjoy her garden, 'for gardens are
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worlds."' "

Lorn swal l ows, fearing his father's foresight. "You said you were pack-ing "

"The house is actually Vernt's, you know, but he suffers ne to Iive here for the nonent,
al t hough his consort will probably change that." Jerial |aughs. "They've already noved into the
mast er bedchanber, and brought in one of the servants fromher famly, now that she's expecting."

Lorn raises his eyebrows.

"You met her. Vernt's consort."

"I know. Mycel a-she's the daughter of Lector Abramielth. One of the last scrolls | got from
Fat her said she was expecting this sumrer."

"She is. She does dote on Vernt, but the cream and sinpering can get heavy at tines, especially
now t hat she's already planning the child s entire life."

Lorn gl ances at Ryalth.

"I already told Jerial she was wel cone to stay with us," Ryalth says.

"A merchanter | know has consented to let me live in his dwelling," Jerial says, with a faint
smle.

"Sonmeone who once was a di ssolute ganbl er?" Lorn asks, alnost idly.

"Exactly. It's an arrangenent of convenience."

Ryal th nods.

Lorn turns to his consort. "I don't suppose that Ryal or House made t hose arrangenents?"

Ryalth smiles brightly. "How could | have done ot herw se?"

Lorn shakes his head, then |ooks at his sister. "You'll be close to us?"

"Only about three blocks to the northwest. It's a snmall place. It used to be a carriage house.”
Jerial smiles. "That way, at tines, | can take care of Kerial."

"You two..." Lorn shakes his head, then glances toward his consort.

Kerial has begun to windmill his arnms, and Jerial glances at Ryalth.

"He's hungry, | think," Ryalth says.

Jerial stands and carries the boy to his nother, and Ryalth takes him then unfastens severa
buttons on her tunic and eases her son to her breast. "He is hungry-again.”

"Father left sone things for you," Jerial |ooks at her brother. "Vernt got npost everything to
do with the Magi'i, but there are several stacks of books for you... and sone papers he gave to ne
that he asked that you read as soon as you returned to Cyad."

"W can send sone of the warehouse workers from Ryal or House with Lorn to get the books later
in the eightday,"” Ryalth suggests, shifting Kerial slightly as he feeds.

"Don'"t nake it too long... and | need to get that box for you, while |I'mthinking about it."
Jerial rises. "I'll be right back."

After Jerial takes the stairs, lightly and quickly, Lorn glances at Ryalth. "She seens to be
all right."

"She is." The lady trader studies her son fondly. "You are a little piglet." She | ooks up
"Il wager you were, too."

Lorn shrugs helplessly. "I don't recall.™

"I'"ve heard about you and the pearapple tarts."

"I was ol der then."

"And probably nore restrained," the red-haired woman counters.

Lorn is still laughing as Jerial cones back down the stairs fromthe fourth |level. The carved
wooden box that Jerial carries had rested on one of the I ower shelves in his father's study, Lorn
recalls, although he has never seen the box open. It is perhaps a third the size of a |ancer
footchest, and nade of a dark and shimering wood, inlaid with spirals of intertw ned shi mering
white cupridiumand green | acquered cupridi um

"The box was Grandfather's, Father said." Jerial extends the box. "It's filled with papers, and
there's a folded and sealed letter to you there.”

Lorn swal | ows and takes the box.

"Ch... and Vernt has nade the arrangenents with the registry to have the shares of the bond
transferred to you and to ne and Myryan."

Lorn frowns.

"Fat her and Mot her had set aside enough in golds," Jerial explains, "and sonme in a trading
account, so that the house wouldn't have to be sold. Vernt will even have sone golds, as well as
the house." The dark-haired heal er |1 ooks at her brother. "You were kind to relinquish the el der-
claim"

"I"'mnot even the oldest, and | couldn't see you and Myryan suffering.”

"You think |I'd suffer?" Jerial arches her eyebrows.

"Well..."
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"I''mdoing fine, but | thank you."
"Whhaaaaa!" Kerial interjects as Ryalth shifts her son to her shoulder to burp him

"Now... in a nonent, you can have sonme nore, you little piglet."

Kerial's burp is loud, and Lorn winces. Ryalth smles as she lowers Kerial to her other breast.

"You'll get used to it," Jerial predicts.

"I"'msure | will." Lorn | ooks down at the heavy box in his |ap once nore. "Did Father say .
anyt hi ng?"

Jerial shakes her head. "Just that you woul d understand."
"For a while, | think he despaired of ny ever understandi ng anything."
"He just wanted you to think that," suggests the dark-haired heal er

"Ryalth has said as rmuch,"” Lorn admits. "You two think alike... too nuch, at tines, | fear." He
grins.

"Poor... poor lancer officer," Jerial coos at her brother

"It's a good thing you're ny older sister," Lorn nmock-grunps, "and that | respect you."

"Very good, because you still don't know everything," Jerial responds. "Ryalth and | have to

make sure you listen to us." She grins.

"“I''m out nunmbered." Lorn |ooks fromside to side.

"You're overdranatizing, too, dearest," suggests Ryalth.

Lorn shrugs.

"How I ong will you be free?" asks Jerial

"I have furlough until an eightday from oneday, but 1'll be reporting directly to the Mjer-
Commander to work here in Cyad.”

"That's quite an honor," Jerial says evenly.

"A dangerous honor," he admts. "Mre dangerous as the seasons turn."

The heal er nods slowy. "Wat el se are you doing... today?"

"W al so need to see Myryan," Lorn says.

"Yes, you do." Jerial's words are firm

Lorn tilts his head at the tone of her words.

"She doesn't talk to ne-not really talk-and | don't think she's that happy. She will talk to
you. "

"We'll go there fromhere."

"I'"'mglad."

Ryal th di sengages Kerial. "No. No biting." She closes her shirt and tunic before burping her
son.

Jerial stands. "You two need to see Myryan, and | need to finish packing before Mycela's
sinpering turns to whining."

" She whi nes?"

"Most politely,” Jerial says dryly. "It's still whining."

Lorn stands, then helps Ryalth. The three walk down to the front door, Lorn with the ornate
wooden box under his arm

"I'"'m |l ooking forward to your dinner,'
lately."

Lorn raises his eyebrows.

"Mycela's cook's and ny tastes aren't exactly the same. That's another reason to finish the
packi ng." Jerial grins as she opens the door

The coachman has the carriage door open before Lorn and Ryalth have descended the steps out to
the Road of Benevol ent Light.

"Qut to the Twenty-third Way," Lorn tells the coachnan. "East," he adds as an afterthought.

"Yes, ser."

Lorn assists his consort into the coach, then follows and settles hinself on the seat beside
her. "Kerial is doing well."

"We'll see how he lasts,” Ryalth replies.

Lorn glances at her, seeing the weariness in her eyes. "You're tired."

"It isn't always easy, being the nother and the |lady trader, even with a bed for Kerial in ny
trading office. And trading now is nore dangerous than ever."

"Way now?"

"The Enmperor has lost three fireships, and there were never enough to protect all the traders.
Piracy is increasing, particularly in the GQulf of Candar. They say that the pirates have built a
smal | base on Recluce." Ryalth shrugs. "The Enperor's Enunmerators are getting stricter, and since
there's no Hand to appeal to..."

"You wrote about that. The Enmperor hasn't appointed a new Hand?"

Jerial says. "I've been eating too nuch of my own cooking
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"Not yet. There are runors that he's ill, as well. That nmeans prices go up and down with the
| atest runors, and that nakes nerchanting even harder-without the sleep | lose to ny little friend
here. "

"Gaaa..." Kerial says.

"Yes, you, piglet," Ryalth replies.

The carriage sl ows.

"Twenty-third Way, ser and Lady!"

Lorn waits until the coach comes to a halt before opening the door and then hel ping his consort
out. Still holding on to the box fromhis father, he glances up. "I don't know how |l ong..."

"That be fine, ser. You're paying, and waiting is easier than traveling."

"Thank you." Lorn glances toward the small house.

Per haps because of the strong m dday sun, the blue tile roof of the two-story dwelling seens
nore vivid than when Lorn had visited Myryan before, and the green-glazed brick walls nore faded.

The blue - and - green - tiled outside privacy screen retains the tinme-faded golden lily inset in
its center.

The two walk to the front entrance, and Lorn knocks once. There is no response. He knocks
agai n.

"Hello!" he finally calls when there is no answer to his knocking.

"Lorn! Ryalth! I was out in back!" calls Myryan as she hurries fromthe side gate toward the
couple at the front door. "In the garden.”

"Always in the garden," Lorn says as he hugs his younger sister

As had been the case when he had | ast seen Myryan, Lorn notes how frail she seens, although
there is no sickness or chaos surrounding her. Even in the nondescript gray shirt and trousers she
has been wearing in the garden, the slightest scent of trilia and erhenfl ower enfolds her. Myryan-
never anything but slender-looks alnost painfully thin to Lorn, despite the broad and wel com ng
smle and the thick and short-cut unruly black hair curling out around her face.

"Conme on!" Myryan says as she opens the front door. The bl ack-haired heal er | eads them through
the front door and the snmall, tile-floored foyer into the front sitting room wth its pleasing
green-tinted, off-white walls. After she flips open the three narrow and shuttered w ndows and
gestures toward the settee uphol stered in faded bl ue, Myryan steps to the wi ndows, and one after
the other, opens the shutters to let in the light, then waits until they sit before taking the
strai ght - backed oak chair.

"I wote you scrolls from Assyadt,” Lorn says, "but | found out later that Dettaur destroyed
nmost of the scrolls | wote or that were witten to ne."

"I didn't wite much because you didn't wite back."

"I did wite. Dettaur intercepted the scrolls going both ways."

"Dettaur? Your old school mate? You never |iked himthat nuch."”

"For good reasons."

"I didn't know himthat well. Jerial despised him"

"He wanted her to be his consort,” Lorn said.

Myryan shakes her head. "That box..."

"It was Father's. He left it to ne, with a letter."

"Somehow. .. it should be yours." She pauses. "Are you going to be in Cyad | ong?"
"Quite a while. 1've been transferred to work for the Mjer-Comander in the headquarters at
Mrror Lancer Court. | have a little nore than an eightday of furlough.”

Myryan bounds up fromthe chair. "Ryalth is hungry. She's alnbst white. You have to have sone
lunch with me. It would be better later in the year, because |'d have fresh vegetables, but the

spi ced pearapples | put up last fall are still wonderful-"

Ryalth laughs. "Pearapples! | should have guessed."

Al nost in noments, Myryan has the table off the kitchen set with all manner of food-two sets of
cheese wedges, dark and rye bread, heavy square crackers, pickled roots... and the spiced
pearapples. "I got sone ale, because there aren't any juices yet-if that's all right. And there's

never any coffee anynore.”

"Fine. Ale is fine," Lorn reassures her

Myryan pours three mugs full and hovers over the side of the table.

"You can sit down," Lorn says with a laugh as he starts with the white cheese that is so scarce
at the Mrror Lancer outposts and nunches it with a heavy cracker, also something he has seen few
of over the past years.

"I's there anything else..."

"It's fine."

Myryan eases onto the edge of her chair.
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Ryalth slowy eats a snall wedge of the yell ow cheese with what Lorn suspects is a pickled
turnip, a conbination far too bitter for him Kerial's chubby figures grasp toward the cheese.
"This is Mdther's food. You can have sone before |ong."

"Gaaa..."

"Not now. Later," the nother tells her son

"We're going to dinner with Cesrt's parents tonight,"'

"How are they?" Lorn asks.

"They al ways ask when they can expect a grandchild. Lately, the questions are getting nore

Myryan vol unt eers.

poi nted."” Myryan shakes her head. "I'mnot ready for that."” She |Iooks at Kerial. "Now... if they
were all as happy as he is... | mght think about it." Abruptly, she turns to Lorn. "Kharl is
quite close to the Captain-Conmander of Mrror Lancers. They talk a lot. |I've picked that up."
"I"'msure I"'mtoo lowy to be of concern to such well-placed nmen," Lorn says with the hint of a
| augh.
Myryan shakes her head. "There's something going on. Whenever Kharl sees nme coming, he smles,
and he doesn't nean it. Sonetimes, he'll change what he's tal king about so quickly that the person

he's with | ooks confused."

"Probably Magi'i things," Lorn replies.

"Listen to your sister," Ryalth says. "Heal ers can sense those things.
"What do you think is going on?"

"I don't know. Kharl schenes a lot. He always snmiles, and he never neans it, and there's al ways
chaos swirling around him"

"Does Ciesrt know?" pursues Ryalth.

"Not much... he sonetines | ooks bewi |l dered, and then Kharl gets this patronizing | ook on his
face. | feel sorry for himthen, but there's not nuch | can do." Myryan takes a small nibble of
whi t e cheese.

"No, you can't," Ryalth says gently.

"Are you sure there's enough?" Myryan glances fromRyalth to Lorn and back again

"There's nore than enough,” Lorn says firnmy. "Enough for three tinmes this nany.'
"How s the garden com ng?"

"I already have sprouts for the beans and the nel ons.

She | ooks at Myryan.

He pauses.

Myryan sniles, tossing her head

slightly. "And you'll be here this year, so you can have fresh nelons. They were really good | ast
fall."

"I'"ll look forward to that," Lorn prom ses.

"Do you know how | ong you'll be in Cyad?"

"A year or nore, |'d guess, but no one has said. The Mjer-Comander said |'d been away from ny

consort and famly too |long, and sent ne off on furlough as soon as | arrived."
"You actually met hinP" asks Myryan.
"I'"l'l be working for himdirectly," Lorn says.
"Ciesrt said that everyone in Mrror Lancer Court is ordered to work for him but nost never

see him" The black-haired healer smles. "He'll be surprised.”

"Just tell himthat | net the Majer-Commander. |'Il have to actually report for work before
know i f what he said is what he neant. 1'd look a little foolish,” Lorn points out, "if Ciesrt's
right. And he might be."

Myryan nods. "He'll still be inpressed that you net Rynst'alt. His father is always talking

about him™

"He is?" asks Ryalth.

"Waaa... waaa... gaa!" interjects Kerial

"They keep saying that he's been there forever. Mt senior |ancer officers don't even renenber
t he Maj er- Conmander before him"

Lorn nods. "That's good to remenber. He's gray-haired, but he doesn't |ook that old."

Ryalth gl ances at Lorn, her eyes going down to the squirning child.

"Ah... | think Kerial's getting fussy," Lorn says.

"You don't have to go yet, do you?"

"He won't be nmuch fun before long. It's tinme for his afternoon nap," Ryalth says, as she
stands. "Past tine."

Lorn rises al so.

"Now... you're coming to dinner on sixday," Ryalth turns to Myryan. "You and Ci esrt, and Ayl eha
will be looking after Kerial, so that we'll have nore tine to talk."
"We' || be there. Even Ciesrt seens pleased. He's | ooking forward to it."

"Good," say Ryalth and Lorn, nearly sinultaneously.
"And," Lorn says, "you could conme over next eightday and have a midday neal with us. O ne...
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if Ryalth has to go back to being the nerchanter."”

"I'd like that."

"Waaa!" Kerial yells.

The two parents slip toward the door, with Myryan followi ng. Lorn reclains the ornate wooden
box on the way out.

Myryan waves from beside the privacy screen as they enter the coach

"She's nervous," Lorn says as the coach |urches forward.

"Wul dn't you be? Her consort's father is plotting, possibly against her brother. Her consort
doesn't understand half of what's occurring, and both her consort's parents are | ooking at her and
demandi ng that she produce an heir."

"I'"d be very nervous."

"She is," Ryalth points out, rocking Kerial, and | ooking down at him "W'I|l be hone before too
Il ong, and you'll be in your little bed."

Lorn gl ances back through the carriage wi ndow, but Myryan has vani shed into the house or
gar den.

LXXXVI 1

Lorn sits down on the settee Ryalth has brought fromher old quarters on the east side of Cyad and
| ooks at the ornate box, the box he had seen so often in his father's study, with its al nost ebony
finish, and the inlaid nmetal spirals that al nbst seemto stand out fromthe wood, even though they
are set so flush to the wood that Lorn's fingers can detect no edge or roughness. A box... and
questions, and perhaps a hundred golds, those are his tangible heritage.

Fromupstairs, the sound of a lullaby drifts downward, and the murnurings of Kerial's protests

di e awnay.

Lorn | ooks down at the woven image of the ship on the carpet, then at the box. Their
heritages... so different on the surface, and yet not so different.

Ryalth slips down the steps and into the sitting room She slides onto the settee beside Lorn
"I"msorry."

"For what ?"

"It doesn't seemlike nmuch. Fromyour father, | nean."

"He couldn't do otherwise. Vernt's the magus, and he gets the dwelling, and six-tenths of
everyt hing el se above the bond. | get half of the remainder, and Jerial and Ciesrt split the
rest.”

"It's not fair for your sisters, either."

"Cyad isn't that fair to wonen, especially those of the elthage."

"I have nmore than they do... it's strange."

"I told you that a long tine ago. You didn't believe me. The Magi'i need their healers. There
are so few Mrror Lancers and Magi'i."

"So they are kept in chains of custom thinking they are privileged and panpered.”

"Not all believe that. Jerial doesn't. She never has," Lorn points out.

"She is not usual."

"No." Lorn smiles. "She's not, and neither are you. How many | ady traders have created houses?"

"You hel ped-greatly."

"Even if | did, there had to have been others with coins, yet they did not do as you have done.
Is that not true?"

"It is hard for ne to admt such."

Lorn shakes his head. "I don't see why. You are the one who did it."

Ryalth gestures toward the inlaid box. "Best you |l ook through that. Jerial nade sure you had it
as soon as you arrived."

Lorn nods and opens the wooden box, frowning, |ooking slowy through it, for, under the letter
are stacks and stacks of paper. Sonme contain diagrans, and others, what appear to be closely
spaced words, alnpbst as if they were parts of a book or a manual. He slowy eases those back into
the box, then finally breaks the seal on the folded letter. He begins to read the precise
handwiting that bears the hint of shakiness in each character he had seen but in the last few
scrolls he had received fromhis father.

My dear son,
You may have already begun to see what necessary cruelty has been visited upon you, for you are
one of the few hopes of Cyad and Cyador. If you have not, this will offer a few nore keys to the
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I ock of the future.

First, | must say that for your wi sdomand fortune in finding your consort, | cannot tell you
how t hankful | am For without her, I amnot certain you would have the future you may. She is a
treasure greater than any other, and | regret that | could not say such in the early years, when
you woul d have | ooked askance had | expressed favor for her. You had to discover that for
yoursel f, against my wi shes, if necessary, although | would ask that you recall that | did not
persist in my opposition, as | did in other nmatters.

Lorn cocks his head, then |laughs. Beside him Ryalth Iifts her eyebrows. Lorn hands her the
first sheet of the letter. "You should read this."

She takes it and begins to read.

Lorn continues with his father's words.

Second, the papers that acconpany this missive are for your use. Sonme are for you to use with
Magi'i of your choice, but of those |I know who are close to you, | woul d suggest but Tyrsal and
your brother. For all the runors about him | can also say that Liataphi is far nmore trustworthy
than those i nmedi ately above him although the First Magus under whom | have served can generally
be trusted to think about the well-being of Cyador

Lorn pauses and | ooks at Ryalth. "Wat do you think?"

"After | came to know your father, | liked him" She snmiles. "He understood just how rebellious
you were."

" VB2

"You," she affirms. "You' d best keep reading while Kerial sleeps.”

Lorn | ooks back at the parchnent sheet he hol ds.

Third, | have not been fully responsive in revealing the truth about ny duties, for ny
association with Toziel is far closer than | have indicated. This may cone to light. It nmay not.
As | once remarked, unguardedly, you are far closer in tenperanent to him | think, than nost
woul d ever realize. For all our past closeness, do not presume upon it or approach himor his
consort unless you are approached. This | cannot enphasize too strongly.

"Didn't the Hand of the Enperor die about the sane time as ny father?" Lorn asks Ryalth.

"Alittle later, | think..." Her nouth opens. "Of course... of course..."

Lorn nods. "It makes a great deal of sense." He hands her the second sheet of the letter
"Especially if you read this."

Ryalth scans the letter and then | ooks at her consort. "Best you be nost careful, dearest, for
he will have had enem es, careful as he was."

"I doubt he had as many as | already have," Lorn says dryly. "He was far nore cautious."

"A Hand mnmust be silent and cautious. Had you been such, would you now yet |ive?"

"I think not." Lorn glances back down at the letter

Fourth and finally, | would that you renenber that, while fear notivates nost nen far nore than
hope or justice, fear seldomsets their feet to noving forward. One can paral yze one's opponents
with fear, but one must stand forth to lead. | was never one nuch for standing forth, or perhaps
my skills did not lie in such. Yours do, and you nust |ead through your talents. Do not |et your
talents lead you. I did not wish you to be of the Magi'i, for your skills would have | ed you away
fromyoursel f.

My blessing and ny curse, alas, are the same. Go forth and do great deeds. You may succeed. You
may not, but a life lived in betrayal of what one is cannot be considered a life lived, and
al ready you have lived nore of a life than npst twi ce your years.

Lorn | ooks blankly at the signature for a tine, then silently hands the | ast sheet to Ryalth.
She takes it and reads, this time nore slowy, finally |ooking up at him

"Do men make the times, or tines the man?" he asks quietly.

"Your father was a man of his tines, and you are one of your tinmes."

"That's true," Lorn says. "But... are we what we are because of those tinmes, or because we
sinply are-regardl ess of the tines?"

"He was a man of his time. You could be one for all tines."

"You're kind, but | don't know about that."

Ryalth smiles-an anmused expression. She only says, "Perhaps you should read the rest of the
papers-at | east sone of themto see why he wanted you to have them"
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"Yes, honored Lady Trader."

"And don't hunor me, nost honored Majer and Mrror Lancer."
Lorn winces. "I"'msorry."

"Read them"

Lorn sets aside the letter and begins with the first sheet.

In the days to come, for any man who would wi sh to inhabit the Palace of Eternal Light, he mnust
assure hinself first of the support of the Mrror Lancers, then of the merchanters, and lastly of

the Magi'i...

Many have clained that the Magi'i hold the key to power in Cyad, and thus in Cyador. This
illusion has proven useful to the Magi'i, and to those who sit upon the Malachite Throne, for the
Magi'i can be said to recommend and require that which is necessary, yet not popul ar.

Lorn flips to another section, then a third, before another set of words catches his attention

When the chaos-towers fail, and fail they will, he who would be | eader of Cyad nmust know what
will serve to replace them and the devices which now they power. For a vast |and nust have neans
of noving peopl e and goods that are faster and carry nore goods than nmere horse- or ox-drawn
wagons. .

...what is often forgotten is that there remain the | esser forces of chaos within the world,
such as that rel eased when burn wood or the hardest of coals. These | have detailed in the pages
which follow, and the neans by which they nmay yet be inplenented before all the chaos-towers fail

Lorn sits back. He can only look at the papers. "What's the matter, dearest?" asks Ryalth.

"He knew it all. He knew everything, and he never told me. He never told ne."

"But he did. He told you when you could use what he knew. Could you have done aught with it
bef ore now?"

Lorn shakes his head. "But he knew, and he left it all to me."

"The tines were not right."

Lorn frowns, but says nothing, his eyes going to the box in his lap, and the papers that he
knows must hold far nore than he had ever imagined his father woul d have consi dered, papers he
nmust read, and read soon

H s eyes burn, and Ryalth reaches out and takes his hand.

LXXXI X

The Capt ai n- Conmander of Mrror Lancers sees a figure in shimering merchanter blues and angl es
across the wide corridor before the vacant Great Hall of the Palace of Eternal Light, his steps
gauged so that his path intercepts that of the shorter man. "G eetings, honored Merchanter

Advi sor . "

"Greetings to you, Captain-Conmander," returns VWanat' ner. "How go matters in Lancer Court?"

"As well as can be expected." Luss bows his head slightly. "I wish to commend you on your
di spatch. You were npst quick to ensure that the battle report on the Jeran... canpai gn was
circulated to all trading houses."

"W would not wish to unwittingly cause greater casualties for the Mrror Lancers. So all the
| arge clan houses needed to know, as well as others trading to the north."

"I ncl udi ng Ryal or House?"

"Ryal or House is a clan house, and larger than many," replies Vyanat' mer. "The house trades
wi dely, as do several."

"And Lady Ryalth was not perturbed?”

"The lady is well-aware of her responsibilities to the Enpire, as are all the npst perceptive
house chiefs."

"I woul d hope so, especially now. "

The wiry but muscul ar Merchanter Advisor |aughs. "What you hope, Captain-Comander, is for
anyt hi ng you can use to discredit the young majer who nade you | ook |ike a donkey in a fancy
uniform Failing that, you will seek to make ne resenble that sanme animal. | have al so nade that
clear to all the clan heads. The nerchanters do not intend to take sides in a struggle that wll
take place either within the Mrror Lancer Court, or the Quarter of the Magi'i. Nor do we wish to
be forced to side with one faction or another."

"Brave words, Wanat. | recall that the nmajer also brought back some six thousand gol ds, many
coined in Cyador, and it might be nost interesting to discover how those reached the hands of the

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...%20Recluse%2002%20-%20Scion%200f%20Cyador.txt (165 of 290) [5/22/03 12:23:03 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62002%20-%20Sci on%200f%20Cyador .txt

Jeranyi . "
"They reached them because peopl e everywhere hold good coins and spend the poor. Now... if you
had found cl an houses with Hanorian-m nted golds or Suthyan coins... then | would be concerned-and

rightfully so." Vyanat' nmer shakes his head, but not a strand of the gray-streaked bl ack hair
nmoves. "As for ny words, they are not brave. They are accurate. Chyenfel cannot |ive that nuch

| onger. The old Hand of the Enperor is dead; there is no new Hand. Rynst will live | ong enough to
ensure that you will not succeed himunless you can have himnurdered, and then all will look to
you. |If you can discredit Majer Lorn, then you hope to discredit Rynst, for you dare not kil

him"

"That is a nost interesting set of observations."

Wanat smiles coolly. "What | do not see is why you need to discredit young Lorn. He is far too
young to threaten your position or Rynst's. It is clear that the Mjer-Conmander only wi shes him
to remain in Cyad for a year or twd, so that he understands how matters are. He can al so be used,
i f necessary, to conmand any | ancers Rynst may need to bring into Cyad. He is clearly ruthless
enough for that, and Rynst can disclaimresponsibility. Then he will go back out to Syadtar or
Assyadt as a conmmander for several tours, and only then, if he succeeds, will he be considered as
a possi bl e Captai n-Conmander. You will either have consolidated your position as Mjer-Commander,
or you will be dead, |ong before that can possibly occur."

Luss frowns.

"I's that not true? So why do you worry?" VWyanat | aughs. "Perhaps you are concerned for the
Second Magus? Rynst cares little for Kharl'elth, and would do all he could do to keep him from
succeedi ng Chyenfel. Have you noticed how carefully the clever Kharl has suggested problens with
both the Third Magus and with the late Kien'elth? And with what Rynst does?" A second |augh
follows. "And who woul d that |eave for First Magus?"

"And you, of course, have no anmbitions at all?" asks the Captai n- Conmander.

"I make no secrets of ny anbitions, and | have several. The first is to ensure that ny head and
my body both remain healthy and attached to each other. | have no desire to follow the exanple of
my predecessor. The second is to ensure that the Magi'i and the Mrror Lancers do not meddl e
excessively in each other's affairs, because the nerchanters will be the ones who suffer from
such. | do not delude nyself into thinking that we will ever have the esteem accorded to either
the Mrror Lancers or the Magi'i. Look at Bluoyal. He actually thought he could use intrigue to
fill the chests of his house. And where are those of his house now? Fearing that | will take away
their clan status, cowering in the corners of their warehouses, and watching every shadow cast by
every lanmp on every corner of the nmerchanter quarter of Cyad."

"Those are fine words," Luss replies.

"Fine words are but as fine as the truth they portray," counters VWanat. "I do not ask you to
bel i eve ny words, Captain-Commander. Test them yourself. Ask who would benefit fromany action to
di scredit each of those nmen. How does young Lorn benefit? He has a consort and a young son, and he
is recently consorted enough that he would like to enjoy both. He knows that he nust support
Rynst, or perish. Rynst has doubtless told himnot to anger you. |If he angers you, he angers
Rynst. He will try not to anger Kharl, for his sister is consorted to Kharl's son. His consort is
a nmerchanter. Thus, everywhere he turns, he nust tread with care. So why is he a danger? \Who uses
himto divert prying gazes? And why do we never hear of the other young man favored by the First
Magus? |Is it because Kharl wi shes himto be thought of less? O to be unseen until it is too |late?
O does Chyenfel position the other?"

"You seemto have the answers, honored Merchanter Advisor."

"I have the questions. You nust find the answers that satisfy you, not the ones that satisfy
me." VWyanat snmiles gently. "You m ght also ask why the honored Second Magus says little about the
| esser number of firelances that your |ancers receive, and why he opposed the sleep barrier for
the Accursed Forest. O perhaps why young Majer Lorn relinquished his elder-claimto his younger
brot her before he returned to Biehl and then to Inividra. Such an action could not benefit him"

"It is nobst intriguing that you know so ruch."

"Merchanters nust traffic in informati on as nuch as golds, or we would perish, Captain-
Commander. Would you like nme to recall that in your first posting, in Penmedra, you were commended
for bravery?"

Luss shakes his head. "And what other tidbits would you pull forth?"

"That you di scouraged your el dest-your daughter-from consorting with a young nmagus, perhaps on
the advice of the honored Kharl'elth." VWyanat smiles al nost synpathetically. "About that, | have
| earned, Kharl was doubtl ess correct. The young nmagus was denoted and sent to the Mrror Engineers
in Fyrad, where he will doubtless supervise the repair of the Geat Canal for many years to cone."
The Merchanter Advisor nods. "Now... if you will pardon ne... | amalready perilously close to
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being late to nmeet with several clan heads to resolve a dispute over the classification of
cottons. And | do not seek to give you false information. As | said, | but pose the questions. You
must find those answers which satisfy you." Alast snmle follows his words.

Luss nods, belatedly, then frowns after he turns and begins to walk toward the staircase that
will carry himto the |lower |evel and the wal kway to the west, and toward the Mrror Lancer Court.

XC

The long table in the dining roomof Ryalth's house-and Lorn's, too, he supposes-is set for seven
The Iinen is cream trinmed in green-and-blue, and the cutlery is an antique silver. The |ight
cones fromthe antique bronze wall lanps with their recently and brightly polished reflectors.
Lorn sits at one end of the table, with Mycela at his left and Jerial at his right, and Ryalth at
the other end, with Ciesrt at her left and Vernt at her right. Myryan sits between Ciesrt and
Jerial .

"Beautiful silver,” Myryan says to Ryalth, although she avoids touching the knife.

"I't's one of the few famly heirloons | was able to keep," the trader replies. "That, and a few
pi eces of furniture and the carpet in the sitting room

"Fami |y things are inportant," announces Mycel a.

As she speaks, Lorn pours another two fingers of Alafraan into her glass, keeping it below a
third full. He takes a last bite of the marinated and spiced fow dunpling, then smles at his
consort.

"They are," Ryalth agrees. "Wuld anyone |ike nore-of anything?"

"I could stand anot her of those dunplings, thank you," Ci esrt says.

Ryal th passes the casserol e dish

"A bit nore bread for the sauce," Vernt adds.

"Lorn, what will you be doing for the Mjer-Comrander ?" asks Ciesrt as he serves hinself two
nmore dunplings. "Are you working directly for him or for one of the commanders who reports to
hi "

Lorn laughs. "I don't know. He told ne to spend tine with ny consort and fanily, and to report
back an eightday from next oneday. He said I'd be doing some witing, since | wote well and
qui ckly. So I could just be another junior majer acting as a scrivener. |'ll find out then,
suppose. "

"You couldn't ask hinmP" asks Mycela, sweetly. "You are a hero, they say."

"I"'mnot a hero," Lorn says politely, "but even if |I were, heroes don't question the Mjer-
Conmmander, not that way." He snmiles. "Just as Vernt wouldn't ask the First Magus why he was picked
to do"-Lorn | ooks at his younger brother-"whatever you're doing now "

"Ch... | didn't think of it that way." Mycela sniles sweetly at Vernt.

"That makes sense,"” Ciesrt announces. "l certainly wouldn't ask any of the three Magi'i why I
was tasked with sonething.”

"Even your father?" asks Jerial, a glint in her eye.

"I mght say sonething bland, to see if he'd offer an explanation, but | wouldn't ask. W
| earned that as children." C esrt shakes his head.

"Do you ever run across any of those | was student wi th?" Lorn asks, not caring whether C esrt
or Vernt provides an answer. "Like Tyrsal or Rustyl?"

"I see Tyrsal sometinmes," Vernt answers. "He works in the chaos-cell section for Lector
Stumyt. | haven't seen Rustyl, except in the corridors, in years, | don't think. The First Mgus
sent himto Fyrad to work with the Mrror Engineers, they said, and then to Sumerdock to work on
the harbor. He was gone for a while. He just got back, maybe three ei ghtdays ago."

"He was on the Great Canal," Ciesrt nmunbles as he finishes a dunpling. "Thought he was
sonet hi ng special, working with the highest of the Mrror Engineers and then the older first-1Ieve
adepts when he got back. Still tilts his nose."

"He always did," Vernt adds. "Ever since he discovered he could draw chaos out of the natura
world. He's not the only one, but he thinks he is."

"Maybe soneone is encouraging him" suggests Myryan.

"Way? So they can nmake him First Magus in another halfscore of years?" sneers Ciesrt.

"l thought he was going to be Ceyla's consort," offers Jerial

"It is nost likely," Ciesrt admts. "He is handsone in his way, and she finds hi m nost
intriguing. Father has al so suggested that she has few enough choices | eft anong the Magi'i.'

"You do not sound pl eased," Jerial adds.

"He can be all right at tines, and | suppose we'll get used to him" Ciesrt shrugs. "He is
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talented. There is little question of that."

"Maybe he wants to be Enperor,"” says Mycela. "You know, the Enpress can't have children. They
don't have any."

"Dear, Magi'i can't take the Ml achite Throne," Vernt says gently.

"But... the Enperor has an elthage title," Mcela protests.

"His Mghtiness also has a nerage and an altage title," Jerial points out. "They're all
honors. "

"Not totally," Ryalth says. "H s nother was merchanter, his father a Mrror Lancer before he
becane Enperor, and one of his grandsires was fromthe Magi'i."

Lorn keeps a straight face, letting the silence drag out before turning to Ciesrt. "Wuatever

the Magi'i did with the Accursed Forest, it did free up nore lancers to fight against the
barbarians. And the |lancers are grateful. | thought you'd like to know "

"l thought you defeated themall." Mycela's voice is puzzled. "Or killed themall."

"Those in the northwest," Lorn explains. "There are still the Cerlyni in the northeast, and

unl ess soneone else follows up on what | did, in a few years the Jeranyi will be back to raiding
south of the Grass Hills again."

"Didn't you sack the port where they were getting their blades?" asks Ciesrt.

"We did, and we burned the warehouses and took all the blades and brought them back. But
trading bl ades is profitable for the Hanorians, and | wouldn't be surprised if there were traders
back there by fall, or next spring at the latest."

"Do you trade bl ades?" Mycela | ooks wi de-eyed at Ryalth.

Myryan | ooks down, and Jerial covers her nmouth for a nonent.

"No. |I'd rather not sell something that could kill ny consort,"” Ryalth says politely. "O any
ot her | ancer."
"Ch, | guess that would not be a good idea." Mycela snles.

"I"'mglad she doesn't, for many reasons," Lorn says quickly, and with a laugh. He can sense
that Myryan is having trouble not rolling her eyes or giving some outward sign of her feelings. He

glances at Vernt, then at Ciesrt. "Since it's done, can either of you tell nme what the Magi'i did
in the Accursed Forest?"

The two lower, first-level adepts exchange gl ances. Then Vernt nods. "I shouldn't say how it
was done, but the result was a conbining of order and chaos to put the Forest to sleep, so that it
is like any other forest, or nostly so. Sonme large animals will escape, | imagine, but they won't
be as big as the ones in the past, and they'Il get smaller, nore |like the ones in the swanps al ong
the river and the forests above the delta. That's why sone | ancers are still patrolling. And it's
really not safe to enter it. So the walls will have to be maintained."

Lorn nods. "The growers will conplain for a time, |I'msure.”

"The peasants al ways conpl ai n about everything," Cesrt notes. "If it's not the Magi'i or the
Mrror Lancers, it's the nerchanters or the weather."

"Usual ly the nmerchanters,” Ryalth says lightly. "We're grasping and greedy, and few thi nk about
how much it costs to bring anything from anywhere."

"But they always say there would be nothing without food," G esrt answers with a | augh

Lorn sits stock-still for an instant, thinking about one of the questions posed by his father
over a year earlier.

"You | ook surprised, Lorn," Jerial says.

"I was just recalling sonething Father said along those |ines years ago."

"I don't recall himtalking about peasants,"” Vernt nuses.

"Not peasants,"” Lorn replies. "About what allows Cyad to exist. And that's food... except |
thi nk what he neant was that the | ands of Cyador have to produce not only enough food for the
peasants who grow it, but enough for the people of the cities. And there has to be enough that the

peasants will sell it willingly."

"They never sell anything willingly, do they?" asks Mycel a.

"I think | see what Father neant," Vernt says. "There are not that many Magi'i or Mrror
Lancers..."

"Exactly," Jerial adds. "Nor healers. Nor Mrror Engineers."

"Nor gardens," finishes Myryan

Ryalth nmerely nods, a knowing smile on her |ips.

Cesrt frowns, and Mycela sniles blankly.

Lorn lifts the bottle of Al afraan. "Wuld anyone |like any nore? Before we start on dessert?"
Jerial grins at Ryalth, and, after a nonent, so does Myryan. Vernt shakes his head ruefully.
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XCl

Lorn has found the cushions to the wooden-framed settee that is on the front veranda of the house,
a dwel ling that is sonehow both new and yet fanmiliar to him and has set themout. In the late
afternoon of early sunmer, he sits there on the veranda, holding Kerial in his lap. He wears a
stained pair of uniformtrousers and an old undertunic-both nmore suited to caring for an infant
than to a | ancer's study.

"Your nmother will be hone before Iong."

"Gaa... 000..." A chubby hand gropes toward Lorn's nouth, and Lorn |lets the boy touch his cheek
and j aw.

A dull clunk echoes across the front garden and past the fountain.

Lorn snmiles. "I think that's her." He lifts the boy to his shoulder and stands as the iron gate
opens.

Ryalth steps through it and out from behind the privacy screen

Lorn noves down the wal kway and past the fountain and the m st of cool spray that fans fromit
in the hot afternoon sun

Ryalth snmiles as she nears father and son. "Wre you a good boy?" She bends forward and brushes
Kerial's cheek with her lips. "Wre you good for your father?"

"Gaaa... waaa..."
"Yes," Lorn transl ates.
"I"mglad."

The two wal k side by side past the fountain and then under the veranda roof. Lorn and Keria
follow Ryalth through the doorway and down the steps into the front foyer

"I need sonething to drink. I'mthirsty. But we can go back out on the veranda." She sniles
again. "lI'mglad you found the cushions. That's sonething |'ve been neaning to do."

Kysi a appears as they step into the kitchen

"Do we have any juice?" asks Ryalth.

"All we have is wine and al e-or water," Kysia apologizes. "I've been | ooking for juices, but
they're all vinegar or wine right now The peaches are late this year, and even the
greenberries..."

"Ale." Ryalth says. "If you don't mind."

"Ah... two, please,” Lorn adds.

The gray-eyed Kysia grins, then scurries through the big kitchen, before returning with two
beakers nearly filled with amber |iquid.

"Thank you."

"And supper?" asks Kysi a.

"Whenever it's ready. |'mhungry, but not starving," Ryalth says. "Don't you and Ayl eha hurry
it and spoil anything. W'Ill be on the front veranda."

The red-haired trader carries the two gl ass beakers and their anmber contents back through the
house and foyer, up the steps, and out to the veranda, where she settles onto one side of the
settee. Lorn settles onto the other side, shifting Kerial so that the boy is on his lap, half
facing his mother, held by Lorn's right arm

Wth his left, Lorn takes the beaker Ryalth offers. "Thank you."

"Thank you for taking Kerial. It nade the day nuch easier.”

"Waa..." offers Kerial tentatively.

"In a monent," Ryalth says. "Let your nother have a sip of her drink. You can wait, you little
piglet." She takes a long swallow of the ale.

"How did it go with the Austrans?"

"Not that well." Ryalth sighs after another swallow of the anber ale. "They're tal king about
| arger guarantees on the inbound cargoes, and unless we open a warehouse in Valnurl or send
soneone there... or unless | buy another |ong-haul ship or even two, which we don't have the gol ds
for..."

"You'll start losing coins one way or the other?" Lorn gives Kerial a gentle squeeze.

"I fear so. Now that there are fewer fireships, we can see the | ack of respect grow ng."
"I don't think there ever was any in Hanmor," Lorn says.
"There wasn't anywhere, but peopl e behaved as though there was."
"Whaa... ?" asks Keri al
"A few nore nonents, dear." Ryalth takes another swallow of the ale.
"Respect is always based on power, | think," Lorn replies. "Fromthe scrolls | did get,
t hought we had | ost the towers on four fireships, and other |ands know that."
"Five, at least. They're hiding themin a cove near Dellash-the end of the island away from
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Surmer dock. "
"We'|| start losing the towers in Cyad before long."
"Why the fireships first? Because the salt is harder on then?"
"That, and the ships nove. Over the years, even with the tenporal barriers, that puts nore
strain on them There won't be one left in another five years, | would guess."
"No one is saying nmuch, but they've laid the keels for warships with sail and cannon."
Lorn shakes his head. "W could build chaos-fired steanships. W should."

"I's that... ?"
"It's all in ny father's papers, even the plans he took fromthe forbidden archives. I'll need
to nmake copies... maybe for Vernt and Tyrsal, when the tinme cones."

"He thought you could neke it happen."
"As a junior majer?"
"You'l ]| be nore than that,'
"That doesn't look likely."

"I't will happen. It has to."

"I won't argue with you. | usually lose." He grins, then adds, "If it does, | hope it's in tine
to prevent the worst."

"You think it will be that bad?"

"What do you think? You saw the way Ciesrt and Mycel a reacted at dinner the other night. They
don't understand, and too nany of the Magi'i and Mrror Lancer fanilies are like that."

"Can you nake the stone real ?" she asks.

He smiles at her reference to the first tinme he had told her his anbitions, but the smile
fades. "I don't know. I'mnot sure | know how. |I know what to do if | could get there, but getting
there..." He shrugs. "The papers will help, if | can figure out how to apply what he's given ne..
If | get the opportunity."

"See what you learn working for the Majer-Commander." Ryalth shakes her head. "Your furl ough

she predicts.

has gone by so quickly. You'll have to go back on duty in three days. A nost two ei ghtdays doesn't
seemvery nuch after all you did and all the tine you were away."

"This tinme, it's not so bad," he points out. "I'"mnot |eaving for sonepl ace |ike Jakaafra or
Bi ehl . "

"I wish | could have cone to Biehl."

"I do, too, but you would have been upset. The town was old, and slowly falling to ruin."

"Il wager what you did changed matters."

"l don't know. | would hope so."

"We' ve brought back sone of the china you recomnmended. It's sold well, and |'ve conmi ssioned
sone silver-and-black sets for the Austrans."

"Whhhaaa!" Kerial interjects.

"I know. | know." Ryalth swallows the [ast of the ale in her beaker and sets it on the stone
tiles of the veranda beside the settee, then takes Kerial fromLorn. "You always get fed before we
do."

“Mmm .. "

Lorn shakes his head as he watches Kerial begin to suck

"When he's hungry..." Ryalth says with a laugh. "But he won't be protesting when we eat."

"Or later," Lorn says.

"You are very hopeful, dearest.”

Lorn flushes.

After a noment, so does Ryalth.

XCl |

Lorn and Ryalth sit, propped up with pillows, in the triple-width bed with the headboard with the
ornatel y-carved edges and the snpoth and curved bedposts. Ryalth cradles Kerial in the crook of
her arm The sole light in the roomis the wall lanp on Lorn's side of the bed, which casts a

gol den gl ow.

"What will you do tonorrow when you report?" she asks.

"I'I'l probably have to wite reports and orders for outposts and things |like that. Soneone has
to, and it won't be the Majer-Comrander. The one definite thing he said was that |'m supposed to
develop a strategy for dealing with the Jeranyi. The only way | think we can deal with themis if
Cyador takes over the port of Jera, but with the fireships failing, | have ny doubts as to whether
anyone wi |l support that." He chuckles. "The Mjer-Comander said not to worry about that for ny
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first draft. | don't. It's the second draft that | worry about."

"You'll think of something. You always do."

Lorn rai ses his eyebrows.

"I's the book nearby?" she asks.

Lorn | eans toward the bedside table, then straightens and flourishes the green-tinged silver-
covered volunme. "Right here. | left it here after we read | ast night."

"Read me sonething... please."

Lorn flips through the pages to find the verse that is their favorite. He sniles as he snooths
the pages and begins to read.

Li ke a dusk wi thout a cloud,
a leaf without a tree,

a shell without a sea..

the greening of the pear
slips by...

...to hold the sun-hazed days,
and wait for pears and praise
...and wait for pears and praise.

"I like that," she says quietly, easing Kerial fromher arnms to her shoul der where she gently
burps him "I think he's going to sleep.™

"Good," murnurs Lorn. "He was supposed to have gone to sleep after dinner. And then after we
wal ked hi m around the garden."

"Now... he is your son." Her low and soft voice cannot disguise the hint of |aughter
"Difficult, you nean?"
"You said it. | didn't.” Wth an innocent smle, Ryalth slides to her feet, crosses the few

cubits between the |arge bed and Kerial's, and eases their son into his bed. After a nonent, she
sli ps back beside Lorn.

They both | ook toward the smaller bed.

Lorn stiffens as he hears a snuffling sort of snore. They both wait, but Kerial does not stir.

"Read me sonething else. 1'd just like to lie her for a monment and listen. If you don't
mnd..."

"I"l'l read softly." Lorn opens the book once nore and turns until he finds the page for which
he searches. "It's not as cheerful as the one about the pear, but whenever | read it, it always
made ne think of you." Lorn clears his throat gently.

Virtues of old hold fast.
Morni ng' s bl aze cannot | ast;
and rose petals soon part.
Not so a steadfast heart.

"A steadfast heart'-1've always liked that. 1'd forgotten it, though." She | eans her head
agai nst his shoulder. "I worry about you being here.”

"You worried about me being near the Accursed Forest and fighting barbarians,

"I't's not the same. Cyad can be even nore dangerous."

About that, Lorn knows, she is certainly right. The dangers are not at all the same, for those
of the Forest and the barbarians could be seen, and fought with a blade or a firel ance.

Lorn points out.

XC |

Lorn barely has been assigned a table desk in a small study on the floor bel ow the Mjer-Comuander -
and been introduced to the squad | eaders and senior squad | eaders who will do his copying and

other clerical tasks, and is |ooking out the single narrow wi ndow, uphill and away fromthe harbor-

when there is a knock on his open door.

- A young-faced squad | eader-one of those whose nane Lorn has not caught-stands there. "Ser...
t he Maj er- Commander wi shes you in his study for the neeting."

"Thank you." Lorn grabs the snmall inkstand and a pen and a stack of paper and hurries up the
stairs. He has no idea to what meeting he has been summoned.

As he reaches the open foyer outside Rynst's study, Tygyl-the senior squad | eader at the desk-
says, "Go on in, ser. He's expecting you."
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Lorn steps into the Mjer-Conmander's |arge study, cautiously. "Ser." He bows to Rynst, who
stands by his table desk |ooking eastward at the Pal ace of Eternal Light, which stands out agai nst
the hillside and surroundi ng structures despite the overcast day.

Rynst glances at Lorn, then smles. "I see you understand." He points to the conference table
"I sit at this end, with nmy back to the Palace. It's synbolic, but the Enperor does stand behind
me. You sit at ny left. You are to take notes on who says what, and why-unless | tell you that
there will be no notes."

"Yes, ser."

"You are to sit. Because you are not officially part of any nmeeting, you do not stand when the
Capt ai n- Commander or the conmanders enter. Once the neeting is dismssed, you are an officer and
wi Il behave according to protocol."

"Yes, ser." Lorn slips toward the conference table and takes the straight-backed and arm ess
chair to the left of the larger, armed chair. Al the other chairs except the one in which he sits
have arms.

"You are not to speak unless addressed directly, and only to return pleasantries or if | tell
you to speak." Rynst noves toward the conference table, but halts a few cubits back fromhis
chair.

"Yes, ser."

"I will introduce all the comuanders this tinme. Renenber them After this nmorning, | will only
i ntroduce officers you have not net."

Lorn nods, then checks the cupridiumtipped pen. He nakes a nental note to bring two for any
future meetings.

The first conmander to enter the Majer-Comander's study is a spare and tall man, wth thinning
brown hair that has al nost di sappeared fromhis skull except around his ears.

"Commander Inylt is the supply commander, in charge of allocating provisions," Rynst says.
“Inylt, this is Majer Lorn. He is ny new strategic adjutant and aide."

Inylt is wiry, even thinner than Rynst, and squints as he | ooks toward the younger majer
"Lorn..." He laughs as he says the nane. "Fine report on blades and trade. Wsh nore field
commanders understood that. dad to see you."

"Thank you, ser. | recall your name on provision draw orders. Wen | was at Biehl."

Inylt nods and takes a seat near the foot of the table on the south side, spreading out his
papers into three stacks.

Luss is the next officer to enter, and takes the position at the foot of the table, opposite
Rynst, without addressing Lorn. As the other four conmanders enter, Lorn notes each nane, and puts
a phrase about each next to the nane on a separate sheet. He hopes he can keep the names straight.

When five conmanders have entered and seated thensel ves, Rynst clears his throat.

Lorn glances at his |ist:
Inylt - Supply [thin, bald]
Sypcal - Eastern Region [red- haired]
Shykt - Ports and Facilities [thin face, curly brown hair]
Muyro - Mrror Engineers [dark, bearded]
Lhary - Western Region [blond, tall]

"Part of this neeting is for you to neet Majer Lorn. He will be working for ne, directly, on a
strategic plan we will be developing to deal with the barbarians to the north under the new
conditions we face. He will also be ny aide and adjutant for neetings."

"I presume this plan will address fewer firelances and fewer firewagon transports?" asks Luss,
al though his question is alnost nore of a statenent.

"Don't forget the higher costs of provisions," adds Inylt. "And nore spoilage if they go by
horse team"

"If you have direct suggestions, submit themin witing to ne, and I will pass those which are
appropriate to the Majer." Rynst smiles and gl ances down at a list that has appeared as if from
nowhere. "What do the Mrror Engineers think can be done with the fireships with failed towers- if
anyt hi ng? Commander Miyro?"

Muyro fingers his square black beard before answering. "The hulls are too heavy for conversion
to sailing vessels, ones that would have the speed necessary to protect trading vessels. They
could be fitted with old-style cannon, either using a cammabark propellant or black powder or sone
hybrid, and stationed at the main harbors as stationary batteries."

Rynst glances at the thin-faced and curly-haired man. "Comuander Shykt ?"

"l have discussed this with the Third Magus, as you suggested. Although chaos can be renoved
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fromthe world itself and stored in cells such as those used for the firewagons, it would take the
majority of the first-level adepts perhaps a year to amass enough chaos to power a single ship on
a voyage from Cyad to Fyrad. Those are rough cal cul ati ons, but adequate to prove that the Quarter
of the Magi'i cannot offer a feasible solution."”

"Did he have any other suggestions?"

"He thought that use of chaos-cells might be possible on several vessels to power one
firecannon on each of those vessels. It would still require nmuch effort, and fabrication of the
cells as older ones fail would likely not be possible w thout the equipment in the Quarter of the
Magi i . "

"That equi pnent is powered by the chaos-towers in the Quarter?" asks Luss.

"Yes, ser," replies Shykt. "There is no way to replicate it?"

"No, ser. Not according to Senior Lector Liataphi."

"You mght wish to confirmthat, Captain-Conmander, say, with the Second Magus. | will bring up
the matter with the First Magus." Rynst pauses. "Wile we have suspected this, the failure of the
chaos-cell replicating equiprment will rmean that, within a halfscore of years, the last firelances
will be exhausted."” He turns to Inylt. "W had tal ked of this earlier. Have you any ot her
t hought s?"

"The District Guards already use cupridium!lances. They are two cubits |onger than firel ances,
but lighter and stronger than iron or any conbination of wood and iron. It appears likely that we

wi Il have operating chaos-towers for several years yet. The cupridium once transformed from
cuprite, is stable. I would suggest ordering and stocking a mnimum of five hundred score
cupridium |l ances over the next two to five years. The Magi'i can still form cupridiumw thout the
chaos-towers, but it is a |aborious process-"

"And there will be many denmands on those few Magi'i who can anmass and mani pul ate natural chaos-
forces," adds Commrander Miyro. "That will be nost true in the first years."

"W will need nore Mrror Lancers," Luss observes, "once the firelances are gone. Perhaps we

shoul d start to increase those forces now "

Rynst nods. "W have discussed this before.”" He tilts his head to the side. "Captain-
Conmander. .. perhaps you and Commander Lhary and Commander Sypcal coul d provide a short paper
estimating the increased | osses arising fromusing cupridium]lances, and showi ng how nany nore
Mrror Lancers and officers we will need once the firelances all fail."

"Ser... that would be but a judgnent," Luss replies.

"We all make judgrments, and offer opinions,"” says Rynst mldly. "I wi sh no nore opinions or
di scussion on the subject of the need for nmore | ancers or foot until you have put your best
judgnment in witing and presented it to ne."

"Yes, ser."

The red-haired Sypcal and the blond Lhary exchange gl ances, but neither speaks.

"Conmander Inylt, have you a report on the progress in converting the captured Hanorian bl ades
into golds in a way that will not have those bl ades bei ng used against our lancers in less than a
season?"

"Yes, ser. It cannot be done. The best we can do is break the bl ades and sell themfor high-
grade iron, preferably in Lydiar. That will net us perhaps the equivalent of fifty golds."

"Fifty?" asks Sypcal. "Those would bring over a thousand as bl ades."
"True," replies Inylt. "But if we contract to have a trader ship themto Hanmor, no one will bid
on themfor nore than five hundred, and they will be shipped back to Jera or Rulyarth and sold for

a thousand or fifteen hundred, and we will have our lancers dying by fall or next spring. Each

| ancer undercaptain costs us twenty golds to train, and another twenty to equip and send to his
first station. If we |ose a score of themover two years to those bl ades, we |ose both the golds
we gain and the experience of the officers. The training for a ranker is | ess costly-say, two to
five golds-but | would judge that those bl ades night kill another hundred rankers."

"Break the bl ades and take what you can get," Rynst orders quietly. "Now .. what about the
reports about food spoilage for the outposts around the Accursed Forest?"

"Spoilage is higher," Inylt admts. "That is because the Mrror Engineers were required to turn
to the use of oxen for the barges on the Great Canal, and grain and flour are too bul ky and heavy
to load on the remaining firewagons..."

Lorn conceals a frown. "Renaining firewagons"? The terminplies that there are fewer
firewagons, not just |ess chaos-cells for them

"...there are not enough ox teans, and the oxen are slower than the chaos-powered boat tows
that were used before. The air is danp along the Canal, and the delays nean that there is nore
nol d and spoil age. More oxen are being bred and trained, but it will be another year before there
are enough. "
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Rynst merely nods, his eyes moving to Shykt. "Wen will you finish the report on the possible
need for Mrror Foot or Lancers as detachnments on |ong-haul Cyadoran traders?"

"At |least two eightdays, ser. W need to neet with nore of the nasters of the vessels, and that
means we nust wait until they port."

Rynst | ooks across the table. "Does anyone have anything new to nention?"

"No, ser."

"I'f not, I'll see Lhary and Sypcal tonorrow afternoon."” The Mj er- Conmander nods and stands.

Lorn waits, then stands as well, and waits until the Captain-Comander and the five conmanders
depart. Then he gathers his papers together

"Maj er ?" says Rynst. "l expect those notes in report formon ny desk in the norning. Have your
clerk make a copy for the Captai n-Cormander as well."

"Yes, ser." Lorn bows.

"There will be another neeting tonorrow afternoon. There is every twoday afternoon. That is
when t he Captai n- Coomander and | review the actions of the field conmands. Only Commanders Sypcal

and Lhary will be with us. If you have tine after doing the notes, | would suggest that you begin
to consider the strategic plan for the north."
"Yes, ser."

Rynst turns, as if to disniss Lorn

The majer slips fromthe study and nmakes his way down to his own study on the floor bel ow He
pauses as Fayrken-the senior squad | eader assigned to Lorn-looks up fromhis narrow desk outside
Lorn's door.

"Yes, Fayrken?"

"There are all the reports for tonorrow s neeting in the left box on your desk, ser."

"Thank you. 1'll have another report that will need to be copied for the Mjer-Conmander and
t he Captai n- Conmander. | hope I'Il have it before long. Oh... and |'d better have a third copy for
us."

"Yes, ser. They sonetinmes m splace reports.” The hint of a smle lurks in Fayrken's green eyes.

"Especially if there are no copies?" asks Lorn

"I't would seemthat way, ser."

Lorn shakes his head slightly, then steps into his study and sets the papers and i nkwell and
pen on the freshly-polished but battered gol den-oak surface. As Fayrken had told him there is a
stack of papers in the box in the corner. He picks up the first and reads: Reports fromthe
Accur sed Forest Company Patrols, Eightdays four through twelve, Wnter, 205 A F.

He replaces it in the box and sits down at the table desk. H s eyes go to the narrow w ndow and
the gray day outside. He had wondered if he were the only one thinking about the failure of the
chaos-towers. He was not, it is nore than clear; yet for all the concerns, only Inylt appears to
consi der what might be workable alternatives.

Lorn fingers his chin. O is Inylt sinply nore direct? Informati on can be power. Yet
i nformati on of that sort becones useless if it does not lead to a solution, and those who hoard
such information for personal gain may rule or conmand the forces of a failing | and. He shakes his
head. That is not quite accurate, either

Again... again... he has nmuch to learn, and he fears he has less tine in which to learn it than
it once seened.

Xalv

Sitting at his table desk, the afternoon sun pouring through the narrow wi ndow, Lorn holds the
rough list of possible options for dealing with the Jeranyi. Sonehow, matters seem | ess cl ear when
viewed from Mrror Lancer Court than they had fromhis outpost at Inividra. There, he had only had
to worry about keeping casualties low, killing the Jeranyi raiders, and seizing blades and ot her
weapons to reduce the Jeranyi ability to attack Cyador.

He takes a deep breath and | ooks down at what he has witten.

Under the first option, the Mrror Lancers can take the port city of Jera and establish an