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I NI TI AL CHARACTERS

Crew of the United Faith Forces' frigate W NTERLANCE
RYBA Captain, also a Sybran nonad
NYLAN Chi ef Engi neer, half Sybran
SARYN Second Pilot, half Sybran
AYRLYN Conmuni cations O ficer, non-Sybran
GERLI CH Wapons O ficer, Sybran, nonnoned
MERTI N Logi stics Oficer, Sybran, nonnomad

Mari nes attached to t he W NTERLANCE
FI ERRAL Conmandi ng O fi cer
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DESI| NADA
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JASEEN Al so a conbat nedtech
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KYSEEN
LLYSELLE
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Rl ENADRE
SELI TRA
SHERI Z
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Part |I - THE FALL

"THERE WERE ANCELS i n Heaven in those days, and there were denons, and the denons were the
creators and the creation of chaos..

"In that distant battle between the fires of the denbns and the ice | ances of the angels, the
very skies tw sted in upon thenselves, and the angels, who came fromcold Heaven, were cast down
and strewn across the stars.

"Those angels, the first and |ast fromfar Heaven, when they found the world, knew not where
they were, nor could they see even the stars fromwhence they had cone. And they descended unto
t he Roof of the World.
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"There they built the Ctadel of the Wnds, the tower called Black, with those chai ned
Iightnings yet they had retained, carving unto thenselves a high refuge and a reninder of their
past .

"So as they had come, so earlier had cone those fromthe | ands and heritage of the denons, and
those were nen who believed not that wonen should wear bl ades nor speak their ninds and thoughts.

"In the tinme of that first sunmer cane arnmsnen, inspired by the denons, and there were battles
across the Roof of the Wrld, and blood ..

"Thus continued the conflict between order and chaos, between those who would force order and
those who woul d not, and between those who foll owed the bl ade and those who followed the spirit.

"OfF the great ones were the angel Ryba, Nylan of the forge of order and the fires of Heaven
Saryn of the dark bl ades of death, and Ayrlyn of the songs. "
Book of Ayrlyn
Section |
[ Restricted Text]

"WHAT ARE YQU going to do when you get back to Heaven? Visit your fam|ly?" asked Saryn in a | ow
voi ce, barely audible above the hiss of the ventilators. As second pilot, she had control of the
W nterlance while the captain dozed in the conmand couch. Saryn's eyes were gl azed, her mind half
on the neuronet.

"Il probably think about that when the tine cones. Mght be a long tine," pointed out Nyl an
"Headquarters has extended all flight officers' tours another two years." The engineer's thoughts
flicked across the power net, only a section of the full neuronet, as he answered.

"Why don't they just say that we're stuck until we drive the denpns out?"

"Top angel s-excuse nme, Cherubi mand Seraphim express their commands nore tenperately." Nyl an
cleared his throat. "Were are we headed?"

Saryn expressed a nental shrug through the net. "I've got the coordi nates, but the captain
didn't say why. We're positioning for an underspace junp, and awaiting further orders."

ALLNET CALL! ALLNET CALL!

As the neuronet alert jabbed through his thoughts, Nylan stiffened and gl anced around the
bridge of the United Faith Forces' frigate Wnterl ance.

Ryba-the captain-hit the net so quickly, her thoughts cold and clear across the neuronet, that
Nyl an wondered if she had ever been asleep

At times |like these, the engi neer wondered if he ever really had known the captain. He knew
that she drove herself, that she spent hours in high-gee exercise, that she knew and practiced not
only unarned nmartial conbat, but even the antique twin sword exerci ses of Heaven's Sybran horse
nonads-and that the bl ades on her stateroomwall were razor sharp and had sharpened points as
wel | . Then, she had been raised in the nomad heritage where wonen fought and commanded-and she did
conmand.

Nyl an stifled a yawmn and eased fully into the net, catching the last of the on-line feed.

" line two to be led and coordinated by UFFS Wnterlance ... line three to be |led by UFFS
St ormeweep. Action will commence at 1343 standard . "

"Shit.. "The contenptuous word that floated unattached through the net cane from Saryn, who had
just released the conn to Ryba, although Saryn had stayed |linked to catch the inconi ng nessage.

"Ri ght enough," affirned the captain, her tone not quite sardonic. "Twelve towers, and only
fifty of us, and half are destroyers with barely adequate D-draws."

Saryn stood, wiggling her fingers. Then she tried to massage her neck with her |left hand before
settling back into her couch and trying to rest while Ryba reoriented the Wnterlance prior to
setup for the underspace junp prior to the attack

Wth a deep breath, Nylan stretched. The engi neer could check the files for the whol e nessage,
but the captain had it, and he knew enough-nore than enough. The denons had a picket |ine of
towers across the transit corridor, with webs into the underspace that would effectively cut the
United Faith Alliance in two

The dammed towers that drew power from who knew where and how were al nost invul nerabl e-al npst
Except when enough de-energi zation was concentrated on the nexus points in their energy links, and
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then the entire line went up into pure energy. Mdst of the tinme, though, it was the angel ships
that went up in energy.

The towers had to be hard to build, because there were only about fifty known to exist. That
still meant enough to quarter the UFA and to disrupt trade and conmunications totally.

"Engines ... interrogative fusactor status." The captain's inquiry burned into Nylan's
t hought s.

The engi neer suppressed his annoyance. Ryba could have dropped into the power subnet easily
enough; it wasn't as though the Wnterl ance were anywhere close to junp or conbat yet. He slipped
deeper into the systemand ran through the checks, then pulsed the sunmary to her

"Thank you, engines. Power net |ooks good."

Nyl an strai ghtened in the couch and watched as the captain studied the displays-the ones spread
across the front of the cockpit, and those in her nmind. Her thoughts flicked through the
W nterlance's neuronet, meking course adjustnments, tweaking the power flow fromthe twn
fusactors, and studying, again and again, the icy inmges of the denmon ships of the Rationalists.

"Lots of power there, Ryba," observed the wiry white-blond engineer fromhis third seat. H's
unvocal i zed words flowed through the neuronet to her

"I wish you two woul d speak aloud. All those enpathetic overtones nmess up the net." Ayrlyn, the
conm of fi cer, took a deep breath, although her words were al so unspoken, flow ng through the net
with ice-burning overedges.

Enpat heti ¢ overtones? Just because they occasionally slept together? Nylan glanced sideways to
the fourth seat where the brunette sat, her thoughts restricted to the commet, as she nonitored
everything from standi ng wave to denon frequenci es.

"Net's faster." Ryba's no-nonsense words snapped across the net with their own burning edges.

Nyl an wi nced and deci ded to check the power subnet again

"Ten till junp. Tine adjustment will be negative five for sync."

The engi neer noistened his |lips. Backtine twists out of junps seened to give the angel ships an
advant age, but the power requirenents on the fusactors nmeant they had to be rebuilt al nost every
third sortie, and eight units was the nax backtine possible for an angel cruiser. The destroyers
could go ten, but their underspace nass drag was | ess. So were their shields.

A negative five meant the force would contain at | east one heavy cruiser, with three to five de-
energi zer draws. That al so nmeant trouble.

"Trouble .. ." As if to confirm Nylan's concerns, Ayrlyn added the single word verbally.

"Weapons ... interrogative D-status."

"De-energi zers are ready, Captain.” Both Gerlich's voice and "net voice" cane across as a
snoot h deep baritone, snooth as the man hinself, unusually so for a full Sybran. O the ship's
officers, half were full-blood Sybran-Ryba, Gerlich, and Mertin-big, broad-shoul dered, and,
despite their size, nost at home in the chill of the high latitudes of cold Sybra. Ayrlyn was
nmostly Svenni sh, and Saryn and Nyl an were about half and hal f.

"Interrogative mass distribution."”

"Wthin paraneters, Captain."” Mertin squeaked, despite his size, both in person and on the net,
per haps because he was barely out of the Institute.

The tinme clicked by silently as the Wnterlance hurled toward her underspace junp point, as the
dozens of other angel ships converged on that same junp point.

"Stand by for jump."

"Engi nes, standing by."

"Conmm standing by ..."

The acknowl edgnents flicked across the net, sequentially yet instantaneously.

"Jump .. . NOW"

The W nterlance dropped underspace, with a rush of golden glory, as though on spread wi ngs,
that instant of pain/ecstasy enduring forever, yet gone before it had begun ..

t hen real space slammed tight around the cruiser

The rep screen flared bright with the i mages of nearly fifty angel ships, arrow wedged toward
the glittering line of light held together by the mirror tower ships of the denons.

Nyl an coul d sense the dark i nage of a trapped angel transport, an insect struggling futilely in
the web of energy, struggling with full drives, with shields, yet unraveling into dust and energy
in the instants after the angel force dropped toward the denon mirror |ine-that inpossible energy
web that stretched across seemngly enpty space to snare any angel ship within light-years, in
real or in underspace

"Full shields. Everything you can get ne, Nylan."

"Yes, ser." - "Begin overlap ... now"

"Full shields in place, Captain." Nylan dropped hinself down through the net practically to the
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i ndividual flux level, to smooth the energy flows, and to devel op maxi mum power for both screens
and propul sion fields.

At the same tine, he had to fight the feedback created by the overl apped shields of the
cruisers flanking the Wnter-lance. On the right was the Polarflow, on the left the Deepchill.

The Pol ar/1 ow s engi neer was either rough or new, or both, and the power fluctuations fromthe
ship created unnecessary energy eddi es across the entire shared shield, eddies that fed back into
the Wnterlance's powernet.

"Smooth your fields, three!l" snapped Ryba over the command net. Three was the Pol arfl ow, and
Nyl an nodded.

The worst of the energy fluctuations snoothed, but Nylan shook his head. The other engi neer
just didn't have the touch, and nothing except experience would give it to himor her. The problem
was that the denmons wouldn't give that nuch tinme, either, before the mrror towers | ashed the
fluctuations into energy stornms whose feedback would rip the Polarflow apart.

The representational screen showed the first Iine of angel ships, the destroyers, sweeping
"down" toward the picket line of |ight.

"One, close up."

Ryba's commands seened di stant as Nyl an, his senses deep in the power subnet, nerged the
fusactor flows into an eddy-free fl ow

"Line two... begin D-sweep at nmy mark. Five, four, three, two ... MARKH"

The darkness of the ordered shields of the second |ine deepened as the cruisers accel erated
toward the tower ship pickets, a darkness all the nore profound for its depth, a depth that
radi ated the snoot hed harnony of nerged energies.

A blinding line of light flared through the screens, through Nylan's mind, shivering himto the
tips of the nerves in fingertips and toes, and | eaving his eyes watering.

Wien his mind cleared, |ong before his eyes, he could sense through the net that that blinding
line of light fromthe tower ships had shattered the first line of attacking angel forces, nearly
a dozen fast destroyers

Still, without so nmuch as a flicker in the overlapping screens, the Wnterlance, and the second
line, dropped its darkness toward the nmirror-lights of the denons, and Ryba squared the ship on
its tower-shattering course. "De-energizers."

"Charging," canme Cerlich's affirmation across the net. The screens of the Rationalists' tower
ships flared and merged, creating a shimering wall that seenmed to reflect all electronic signals
and vi sual images back through the Wnterlance's neuronet.

Ryba wi nced as the signals knifed through her skull; Nylan dropped off the top level of the
net. So did Ayrlyn. "Activate D-one." The captain's thoughts were cold, even though Nyl an knew she
trenbled in the command couch, even as the conbined signals of the angels' fleets and the denons'
towers flared back through her mind and her body.

"D-one is activated."

"Activate D-two."

"D-two is activated."”

Nyl an noi stened his dry lips, finally opening his eyes, then easing back onto the neuronet's
top level, where his senses slipped across the screens and inputs that the captain juggled as |line
two began the sweep through the probing disruption |ines cast by the denons.

Wth twelve towers and only fifty angel ships, he didn't expect too much fromthe de-energizer
beams of line two, except that the denons' towers would have to draw on their own power, rather
than use | aser or solar energy to hold the reflective focusing against the angels' fleet. It often
took four lines to even get the reflective shields of the denons to dim

Nyl an watched the representati onal screen-no visual scans would show the intertw nings of
energi es and positions that narked the angel -denmon conflicts. The energy draw beans converged on
the sel ected nexus point, the two fromthe Wnterlance, two fromthe Deepchill, and one, of
course, fromthe struggling Polar/l ow.

"Three! Get that D-beamin position."

There was no response fromthe Polar/low, but sonehow the denons' towers shifted in space, and
the D-beans flared into nothi ngness.

The captain flattened the propulsion fields and slewed the ship sideways at a right angle to
the course line, then even before the frigate was reoriented, pul sed the de-energizers twi ce nore
on the nexus linch point between the shields of two towers.

Anot her pal e anber de-energi zer beam struck the sane linch point, then another, and then a
fourth.

"Power, Nylan. Power!"

The engi neer dropped into the neuronet, and a hundred fl ashes of energy ripped at him enough
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that his whol e body burned, as he boosted the fusactors to nearby twenty percent over rated
maxi mum and channel ed everything but the power to the ship's screens into the de-energizers.

Two disrupter fields bracketed the Wnterlance, and Nyl an dropped his senses into the | owest
power sublevels, snmoothing fields and trying to anticipate the feedback effects.

Sonmewhere, on the neuronet |evels above him he could sense the inplosion as the Pol arfl ow was
sucked into over-space chaos.

Ryba dropped the frigate's anbient gravity to near-null while lifting the Wnterl ance al nost on
her tail. The denon disrupter brackets faded. Sweat poured from Nylan's forehead and down across
his cl osed eyes as he eased the flux lines into snooth |ines of power fromeach fusactor and
merged them He let the right fusactor rise to one hundred ten percent rated output and the left

to one hundred nine percent until just before the hint of electronic chaos began to appear. Then
he dropped both to just shy of nmax.
Even so, the systemtelltales began to flash anmber, |ike pinpoints of pain through Nylan's

body, and he took the ventilation systemoff-line to conpensate, knowi ng the two dozen narines
woul d start cursing even as the cold air stopped flowing fromthe ventilator jets.

The flight crew nenbers were used to the loss of ventilators in conbat, and were usually too
preoccupied to worry, but the backup conbat troops weren't. They hated serving as backups, but
ever since the Icewind had captured a denon tower, the angel high conmand had insisted on two
squads of marines on each cruiser. OF course, reflected Nylan, no other cruiser had even cone
close to a tower ship, and the angel scientists had yet to figure out how the damed tower worked,
except that it somehow both created chaos perturbations and used themto distort real space.

Two sets of disrupter beans probed around the Wnterl ance.

Ryba dropped the external energy levels to nil, then pul sed screens.

Nyl an scranbl ed through the nid-1evel powernet, cooling feedback, and unsnarling the energy
| oop fromthe second fusactor, always nore sensitive to field effects.

A third beamswitched to the Wnterl ance as the Deepchill went to chaos.

The captain dropped the nose and nost of the screens, janmng all the powerflows into
accel eration, and demanded, "Power!"

Nyl an rammed the fusactors into energency overload, nearly one hundred twenty percent of rating
on each, letting his nerves burn as he danped the swirls.

The third line of angels began to attack the towers, but the disrupter beans all seened to
remai n searching for the Wnterlance, bracketing the cruiser on all sides.

Nyl an swal l owed. Wth no gravity in the Wnterlance, the ship warmng rapidly, the ventilation
of f, and the captain playing spaceobatics to avoid the Rats' focused ion disassociators, his guts
were twisted into knots, his eyes pools of pain, and all he had to operate with were the net and
hi s senses.

"Shiel ds!" Ryba dropped the acceleration to nil.

The fourth Iine of angel ships, including the heavy cruisers, swept in from bel ow, and dozens
of de-energizers licked at the towers, but the disrupters still slashed at the Wnterl ance.

Nyl an reshifted the power flows into overshields, calculated, and recal cul ated. The
Wnterlance's screens were strong enough for perhaps two sinultaneous denbn beans-once, tw ce at
t he out si de.

One disrupter slid across the screens, and Nyl an noaned as the power burned into his brain,
even as he shifted the screen focus to blunt the dull, aching, and chaotic conbi ned power drain
and overl oad.

A sound like splintering glass, shattering static, and pure chaos screeched through the comm
bands as the mirror ships' nexus point collapsed and fundanmental chaos back-surged fromthe
di sintegrating Rat picket I|ine.

Angel ships scattered, sone underjunping blind, others swallowed by the chaos vortex unl eashed
by the nexus point's coll apse.

Ryba dropped the shields and pulled full accel eration.

The fundanmental chaos-a white vortex swirling in no directions and all directions-glittering
with the focused and reflected energies of the Rationalists' tower ships-slamed through the
Wnterlance, twisting and tunbling the frigate through a dark funnel-into a red-tinged whiteness
framed with bl ack order

The sane bl ackness fl ooded over the overl oaded engi neer

NYLAN SHOOK. HI S head. He hadn't expected that he'd be able to shake his head-or that he'd even be
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alive. Then he tried to access the neuronet, but nothing happened. He concentrated on the power
system and got the nental image of the board. The nental readouts matched the visual console
before him but he had no feeling of being on the net, just the nmental picture.

Both status imges reveal ed that the fusactors were dead-al nost as if they did not exist.

He frowned.

"Dar kness! Look at you ..

"What ?" asked Nyl an

"Your hair is silver-not old silver, just silver."

"Enough on hair color! Were are we?" Cerlich's words growl ed fromthe speaker

"We're trying to find out!" snapped Ryba. "It takes |onger manually."

Nyl an stared at the captain-whose dark brown hair had clearly turned bl ack-a dark jet-black
Junp transits didn't change hair color-that he knew. He turned toward Ayrlyn, whose brown hair had
becone a fiery red, not orange-red or nahogany-red, but like living flane.

Were they all dead? Was this sone formof afterlife?

"So... where are we?" asked Saryn, her hair still brown, perhaps slightly darker, a shade nore

alive.

As he waited for the captain to answer, Nylan glanced at the board before him where half the
di spl ays were either dead or show ng neani ngl ess paraneters, and then back at the captain.
Finally, he shrugged and waited.

"Nowhere |'ve ever seen,"” Ryba finally answered. "The nav systenms don't match anything, but
we're practically on top of a planet, and I'll have the orbit stabilized in a bit."

The engi neer frowned. The odds on underjunping, especially blind and unintentionally, and
endi ng up near a planet, any kind of planet, were infinitesinal.

"Nylan, is there any way to get nore power?"

"The fusactors are dead, Captain. I'Il try again." Nylan concentrated on the fusactors,
ignoring the dead net, trying to call up and replicate the feeling of snpboth power flows.

For a nonent, perhaps several units, sone form of power flowed, but Nylan felt as if it were
flowing fromhim not the fusactors, and the bl ackness began to rise around him

He et go of the inmage. "That's it, Captain." He didn't know why, but he couldn't do nore.

"M ght have been enough." Ryba's words were grunted.

The engineer returned to study the readouts before him regretting the sl owness of the nanua
i nputs. Since the captain said nothing, Nylan began to use the |ong-range sensors to gather data
on the planet, catal oguing each piece of data as it hit the system A warmwater planet with no
el ectronic em ssions; clear day-night rotational pattern; no noons of any size; no |ight
concentrations on the dark side; roughly Heaven-Sybra-standard gravity, assuning that the nmass
bal ance was somewhere near norm

He trai ned one sensor on the sun and swal | owed.

"Stable orbit... | think," announced Ryba, w ping her forehead with the back of her bl ack
shipsuit sleeve. She turned in the couch and frowned. "You were right, Ayrlyn. About the hair
color.”

Nyl an nodded to hinself. Was the spectrum the visible spectrum different? How could it be?
The ship's lights were still the sane. O were they all different?

"Where are we?" asked Saryn. "Does anyone know?"

"A denon-fired long way from anywhere-that's certain." Ryba w ped her forehead again, |ooked
back at the screens once nore, and then at Nylan. "You were doing sonething with the sensors,

Nyl an. What do they show?"

"I'd have to say that we're not in our universe."

"Not in our universe? How could we not be in our universe?"

"Woul d you prefer dead? The afterlife of the denmons? Those are your choices. Personally,
Captain, | prefer the alternative universe."

"And what night |ead you to this conclusion, Ser Nylan?" Ryba's voice was chill, the polite
voi ce of disagreenment that Nylan hated.

"A nunber of little things, beginning with the odds of blind underjunping and enmergi ng near a
pl anet. In our universe, that kind of junmp would have turned us into dust and energy. The
fusactors are both dead, and they shouldn't be. The indicators show that the firmcells are
di scharging at half their normal rate, despite tw ce the energency |oad."

"At |east there's a planet down there."

"That's another problem It's a water planet, and it's in what woul d be a habitable zone-
assum ng that such a thing existed with a yellowwhite star this hot. But it's on the fringe for
nost of us."

"You're hal f-Svennish, aren't you?" snapped Gerlich over the speaker. "Trust a Svenn to pick a

mur mur ed Ayrlyn.
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hot pl anet."
"He didn't pick it," pointed out Ryba. "How hot is it?"
"If the sensors are accurate... the sea-level surface is |ike Jobi, but warner. Too hot to be

confortable for us, but fine for denons. There are a couple of high-altitude plateaus that would
be perfect-especially in the snmaller continent, but setting a | ander down there would be nurder."

"Trying to live in a place hotter than Jobi would kill npbst of us-except you and Ayrlyn,"
responded Cerlich's voice.

Saryn swal | owed i n the background, but Nyl an said not hing.

"I't wouldn't be a revel for us." Ayrlyn's brown eyes seened to flash bl ue.

Ryba nodded curtly, but not quite so coldly. "Anything el se?"

"I think there's some formof |ife down there, and there shouldn't be, not wthout sone form of
moon, or unless we're | ooking at a planoforned world. But there aren't any el ectronic em ssions."

"Maybe it's a |l apsed colony world."

"Coul d be. Wiose? How long has it been isol ated?"

"Stop it, please . . ." said Ayrlyn. "If the fusactors are down, can we fix then? If not, what
do we do?"

"We die or colonize." Ryba | ooked coldly back to Nyl an. "Atnosphere?"

"Rough anal ysis indicates | ow CO, oxygen about twenty-two percent, nostly nitrogen. There's
not hi ng obvi ously wong, but | can't rule out toxic or chronic trace elenments in the soil or
at nrosphere. "

"I nhabi t ed?"

"The traces |'ve picked up say so." The engi neer shrugged again. "Could be anything, but it's
carbon-based, and, if | had to guess, probably some form of hunanoid. There are sonme regul ar
patches that could be fields and sone |ines that could be roads ..."

"Better than savages, but not nuch."

"You could be junmping to conclusions,” pointed out Ayrlyn.

"I have to go with the odds." The captain glanced back at the readouts. "And we're conti nuing
to | ose power."

"This whole world is against the odds."

Ryba turned and called up the visual display of the smaller continent on her console. "Nyl an
Saryn, Ayrlyn . . . come here."

"Captain? Cerlich here. What's the drill? The nmarine force |eader wants to know. So does
Merlin."

"We're in stable orbit, but we'll have to abandon the ship. W' re surveying |landing sites. You
can comence figuring loads for the landers. Sonething along the |ine of configuration C"

"Sel f - sustai ni ng?" cane the weapons officer's voice.

"That's affirmative. Local culture looks primtive, but organized. Roads and fields, and that
probably means things |ike blades, archers, and cavalry or the |ocal equivalent if they have
horses or what passes for them Mss density is standard, and that means netal -working."

"Understood. All four |anders appear operational..."

"Fusactors aren't going to work here, Gerlich," added Nylan. "You'll have to nodify the
configuration for that."

"Fusactors work everywhere."

"Not here, wherever here is."

The captain | ooked at Nylan. "You sound absolutely certain.”

"You can have Cerlich test the survival fusactor, but it won't work."

"Weapons . . . the engineer is probably right, but test the fusactor and |l et ne know. "

"WIl do, Captain. How nuch tinme do we have?"

"Take enough tine to do it right, Gerlich. W're operating on stored power. W can't take the
tier two firin cells, but try to make roomfor the fully charged cells left in tier three."”

"\What tool s?"

"All the hand tools, and"-Ryba | ooked at Nylan-"two sets of |laser cutters."”

Nyl an nodded.

"No energy weapons?" asked Gerlich

"The heavy-weapons head for one | aser. Hand weapons mi ght be useful for a tine, but we probably
won't have any way to recharge them Al the slug-throwers the marines have. And take all your
cl ot hi ng-especially sweaters or warmthings-even if you have to wear it or stuff it into cracks in
the | anders. And bl ankets. | can guarantee we won't be comi ng back for anything.”

"We'll get working on it, Captain.”

Ryba turned to the bridge crew and gestured to the screen. "Were do we go down? Here's the
pl anet . "
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The four clustered around the single w de screen

"Four major continents. The one that |ooks like a fish- roughly-has an island off it." Ryba
gl anced at Nylan. "Wuld we be better off on the island?"

The engi neer shook his head. "It's hot; it's so dry that the sensors don't show any noi sture,
and there are no signs of habitation. It's also pretty rocky."

"What about the big southern continent?"

"Isn'"t it hot?" asked Saryn. "It's not that far south of the equator."

"Very hot," admitted Nyl an

"You don't seemvery positive, Ser Nylan," conmmented Ryba. "Each unit we sit and talk costs us
power, and all you do is say no."

Nyl an shrugged. "1'd vote for the second-largest continent. It's got sone high nmountain
pl ateaus in that western range. It's spring or early sunmer now, and we can |and. There's greenery
there, but no signs of habitation-probably too cold for the locals, and it night be hel pful not to
tranp on anyone's boots."

"It's hundreds and hundreds of kays from any access to oceans or nmjor rivers,
Ayrlyn.

"We're not exactly into seafaring," Nylan said dryly.

"Fine," said the captain. "W land on this nountain plateau. W get a defensible position-
maybe. W get snow and ice over our head in the winter, a short grow ng season, and probably not
much access to building materials."

"We al so have nore tine to establish ourselves before the local authorities, or what passes for
such, show up,"” answered Nyl an

"It's insane to try and put a |lander into a nountain pasture. It could be just a high-altitude
swanp, " protested Saryn.

"The odds are against that, and there are two areas where we could land. Each is twice as |ong
as a lander's set-down distance."

"Twice as long in the nmiddle of nountains that could rip a lander into little shreds."

Nyl an shrugged. "How long will anyone last if we set down on those hot and flat plains?"

"W don't even know if they have local authorities, or if the locals are intelligent, or if
they even | ook renotely like us," protested Saryn. "This is insane."

"I think you just validated the engineer's suggestion," said Ryba. "There's too much we don't
know, and we don't have the energy to shuttle things off the ship. Besides . . ." She left the
sentence unfini shed, but Nyl an knew the unspoken words. Except for renovabl e power supplies,
weapons, and tools, the Wnterlance woul d shortly be unusable in any case.

"Trying to hit nountain |anding areas? That's crazy."

"You're right," Nylan agreed. "Except that trying to |l and anywhere el se woul d be even ri skier.
The landing is high risk, but it makes survival |ower risk. Take your choice."

"We're opting for long-termsurvival," announced the captain. "lI'mnot interested in nerely
prol ongi ng exi stence enough to die of heat exhaustion on a nice flat plain where landing is easy.
I"I'l begin conputing the entry paths,” the captain announced. "Nylan, would you do a survey of
your equipnment to see if there's anything el se that could be useful planetside?"

The engi neer nodded as the captain assigned the responsibilities for cannibalizing the
W nt erl ance.

poi nt ed out

(Y4

"HAVE YOU DETERM NED t he cause of the great perturbation between order and chaos-the one that
shook the world | ast eveni ng?" asks the white-haired man dressed in the nore traditional flow ng
whi t e robes.

The younger, but bal ding, nman straightens and | ooks up fromthe circular glass in the mddle of
the white oak table. "Ser?"

"l asked, Hissl, about the great perturbation. Jissek still lies in a stupor, and ny gl ass
shows that waves flooded the Great North Bay."

"Waves al ways flood the Great North Bay, honored Terek." Hissl inclines his head to the ol der
magi ci an, and the summer light that reflects off the roof of the keep of Lornth and through the
wi ndow glistens on his bald pate. "I do believe that order fought chaos in the skies, and that
times will be changing."

"A safe prediction,” snorts Terek. "The tinmes always change. Tell ne sonething useful."

The man in the white tunic and trousers stands and bows to the ol der white-clad man. "There are
strangers approaching fromthe skies."
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"There are al ways strangers approachi ng. How do you know they are from the skies?"

"The gl ass shows a man and a worman. The nman has hair colored silver like the stars, and the
woman has flaming red hair, like a fire. They are seated in a tent of iron."

"An old man and a redheaded weakl i ng?"

"The man is young, and the wonman is a warrior, and they bring other wonen warriors."

"How many?" Terek wal ks to the unglazed wi ndow of the | ower magicians' tower, where the
shutters trenbl e agai nst the | eather thongs that hold them open. H's eyes | ook out upon the barely
green hilly fields above the river.

"A score."

"I should trenble at a score of wonen warriors? This is the nmessage of such a great
di st ur bance?"

H ssl bows again. "You have asked what | have seen, and you nock what | tell you."

"Bah! | will wait until Jissek wakes."

"As you wi sh. | have warned you of the danger."

Terek shakes his head and turns toward the plank door that squeaks on its rough hinges with
each gust of the spring wind. He does not shut it as he | eaves.

Hi ssl waits until he can no |onger hear the sound of boots on the tower stairs. Then he sniles,
recalling the lances of winter that the strangers bear, and the breadth of the wonen's shoul ders.

Vv

NYLAN VEENT THROUGH the manual controls a third tine, as well as through the checklist once nore.
Then he studied the rough maps and the readouts again. He had one of the two | andi ng beacons, and
his was the one that the other three | anders woul d hone in on-assuning he nanaged to set down
where he planned, assuming that he could find the correct high plateau in the niddle of the right
hi gh nountain range w thout getting spitted on the surroundi ng needl e-kni fe peaks. The second
beacon woul d go down with Ryba-in case he ran into trouble.

"Black two, this is black one. Comnm check." Nylan watched his breath steamas he waited for a
reply.

"One, this is two. Cear and solid."

"CGood. You're cleared to break orbit."

The engi neer took a deep breath. "I'mnot quite through the checks. About four units, I'd
guess. "

"Let us know. "

"WIIl do."

In the couches behind himwere the eight marines assigned to his |lander. The craft wasn't
really a lander, but a space cargo/ personnel shuttle that could be and had been hastily nodified
into alifting body with stub wings for a single atnospheric entry in energency situations. Only
one of the four landers carried by the Wnterlance was actually designed for normal atnospheric
transits, and it had far |ess capacity. That was the one Ryba was bringing down with the high-
priority cargo itens.

Al t hough Nyl an had nore experience in atnmospheric flight than Saryn or even Ryba, he wasn't
keen about being the |l ead pilot through an atnosphere he'd never seen, belonging to a planet he
suspected shouldn't exist. Because he was even | ess keen about dying of starvation or |ack of

oxygen in orbit, he continued with the checklist. Still, the business of trying to hit nountain
pl at eaus bothered him even if it were the only hope for nost of the crew. "Harnesses strapped and
tight?"

"We're tight, ser," responded Fierral fromthe couch beside him the blue-eyed squad | eader
who once had been a brunette, but who now had becone a fiery redhead as a result of the
Wnterlance's strange underjunp. "It wouldn't be a good idea to be floating around here anyway,
would it now?"

"No," admitted the engineer. He took another deep breath before flicking through the renainder
of the checklist.

He scanned the screens, then thunmbed the conm stud. "Black one, this is two. Breaking orbit
this time."

"We'll be tracking you.

"Thanks." Nylan pul sed the jets, anused as always that it took energy to | eave orbit, then
wat ched the three limted screens as the |lander slowy rose, then dropped, although neither
sensation was nore than a hint with the gentle novenents. He knew those novenents woul d be far
| ess gentle at the end of the flight.
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The first brush with the solidity of the upper atnosphere was a draggi ng skid, and enough of a
warm ng in the lander that Nylan's breath no | onger steaned.

The second brush was | onger, harder, like a bareback ride across a fall-frozen stubbled field
just before the snows of a Sybran wi nter began. And the | ander warned nore.

Nyl an studi ed the screens, not liking either the tenperature readouts or the closures.

"Make sure those harnesses are tight! This is going to be rough."

"Yes, ser."

Wth the third and | ast atnospheric contact, the |lander bucked, stiffly, and then again, even
nmore roughly, as the thin whisper of the upper atnosphere slowy built into a screani ng shriek

Wihheeeeeee

The | ander was conming in fast... too fast.

Nyl an flared the nose, bleeding off speed, but increasing the heat buil dup. Then he dropped it
fractionally.

Whheeeeeeeee

The | ander bounced, as though it had skidded on sonething solid in the upper atnosphere, then
dropped as if through a vacuum Nylan's guts pushed up through his throat, and he could taste bile
and snell his own sweated - out fear.

"Friggin' pilot... not made of durall steel

"Does ... best he can . .. wants ... to live, too ..

"Don't apol ogi ze for an engi neer, Desinada ..."

Nyl an tried to match geographic | andmarks with the screens, but the | ander vibrated too nuch
for himto really see

The sweat beaded up on his forehead, the result of nonexistent ventilation, nerves, and the
heat bl eeding through the barely adequate abl ative heat shields, and burned into the corners of
his eyes, as his hands and nmind worked to keep the | ander |evel

The buffeting began to subside, enough that he could see ocean far bel ow and what | ooked I|ike
the tail of the fish continent ahead.

He checked the distance readouts and the altitude. He'd | ost too nmuch height. After studying
the fuel reserves, little enough, he thunbed on the jets and flattened his descent angle.

At the | ower speed, though, the effect of the high w nds becane nore pronounced, and the edges
of the stub wings began to flex, alnost to chatter. Wth little enough power, the engineer could
do not hing except hold the |l ander level, and wish ... He tried to i magi ne snmoothing the airfl ow
around the lifting body, easing the turbul ence, soothing the lam nar flow, and it al nost seened as
though he were outside the ship, in a neuronet, a different neuronet, alnobst |ike snoothing the
Wnterlance's fusactor power flows.

The chattering di mnished, and Nyl an sl owl y exhal ed.

Anot her hundred kays passed underneath, and he thunbed off the jets, hoping to be able to save
sone of the meager fuel for |anding adjustnents.

Far beneath him the screens showed what seened to be a rocky desert, a boul der-strewn expanse
baked in the sun. Ahead rose the ice-knife peaks that circled the high plateau that was his
pl anned destination

He thunbed the jets once nore, again imagining snoothing the airflow around the | ander
Surprisingly, the lander clinbed slightly, and Nylan pernmitted hinself a slight grin.

The DRI pointed to the right, and the engineer eased the, lander rightward, w ncing as the
lifting body lost altitude in the maneuver

Al too soon, the high al pine neadows appeared in the screens as green dots-small green dots,
but the southernnbst one grew rapidly into a |l ong dash of green set am d gray rock.

The | ander arrived above the target neadow, except the nmeadow showed gray |unps al ong the
edges, and a sheer drop-off at the east end that plunged nore than a kay down to an evergreen
forest.

From what Nyl an could tell, the wind was coming out of the east, and he dropped the lander into
a circling descent that would bring the lifting body onto a final approach into the wind. He hoped
the approach wouldn't be too final, but the drop-off allowed the possibility of remaining airborne
for a bit if the long grassy strip were totally unusable.

As he eased around the descending circul ar approach, the |ander began to buffet. Nylan kept
easing the nose up, trying to kill the lifting body's airspeed to just above stalling before he
hit the edge of the tilted hi gh neadow that seemed so awfully short as he brought the |ander over
the ground that seenmed to have nore rocks than grass or bushes.

He eased the nose up nore, letting the trailing edge of the belly scrape the ground, fighting
the craft's tendency to fishtail, alnost willing the lifting body to renain stable.

The | ander shivered and shuddered, and a grinding screamripped through Nylan's ears as he
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eased the craft full onto its belly. The inpact of full ground contact threw Nyl an agai nst the
harness straps, and the straps dug deeply into flesh and nuscle. The engi neer kept conpensating as
the | ander skidded toward the drop-off, slow ng, slowi ng, but still shuddering eastward, and
tossing Nylan fromside to side in his harness.

Wth a final shudder, the | ander's nose dug into sonmething, and the craft rocked to a halt.

For a |l ong nonent, the engineer just sat in the couch. "W're down." Nylan slowy unfastened
the safety harness, trying to ignore the spots of tenderness across his body that would probably
rem nd himfor days about the roughness of his |anding.

"Did you have to be so rough?" asked Fierral. "Any enmergency |anding that you can wal k away
fromis a good one. W're wal king anay fromthis one."

"You may be wal ki ng, ser, but the rest of us may have to crawl ." The squad | eader shook her
head, and the short flanme-red hair glinted.

"Are you sure he's done?" asked another marine. "W're done." Nylan touched the stud that
cracked the hatch. There wasn't any point in waiting. Either the ship's spectrographic analyzers
had been right or they hadn't, and there was no way to get back to orbit, and not enough supplies
in the ship to do nore than starve to deat h-especially since no one knew where they were and since
there were no signs of technol ogy advanced enough to effect a rescue.

The air was chill, alnost cold, colder even than northern Sybra in summer, but stil
refreshing. A scent of evergreen acconpanied the chill

Wth a deep breath, Nylan stepped to the hatch on the right side of the |ander and used the
crank to open it the rest of the way, "It snells all right.”

"I can't believe you just opened it. Just like that," said Fierral

"We didn't have any choice. W' re not going anywhere. W can breath it, or we can't." Because
the I ander had cone to rest with the right side higher than the Ieft, Nylan had to | ower hinself
to the ground.

" can't believe him. . . kill us all or not..."
" | east he doesn't dither around . "
"Nei ther does the captain . . . probably why they get along ..."

Leavi ng the voices behind, the engineer slowy surveyed what was going to be their new hone,
like it or not.

The I anding area was a long strip of al pine nmeadow, perhaps five kays long and a little nore
than two wi de, bordered on three sides by rocky slopes that quickly rose into the knife-edged
peaks that had shown so clearly on the screens. To the north was a ridge, |ower than the
surroundi ng rocky areas, alnobst a pass, through which he had brought the |ander. The entire nmeadow

area sloped slightly downhill fromthe northwest to the southeast, one of the reasons the I anding
had seened to take | onger than necessary, Nylan suspected. To the sout hwest, beyond the rocky
sl opes, rose a needle peak, inpossibly tall, yet seemingly sheathed in ice.

"Freyja ... blade of the gods," he said quietly.

"It is, isn't it?" said Fierral from behind his shoulder. "How did you get us down?"

"It wasn't too bad."

Fierral glanced back to the west, along the trail gouged out by the lander. "That's not exactly
a prepared runway."

"No." Nyl an | aughed. "Wuld you give ne a hand? W need to set up the beacon for the others."

"They can | and here?"

' The beacon nakes it a lot easier. You can lock in a direction and rate of descent.”

"I would get the hard landing."”

"We're here."

"Wherever that is." Fierral wi ped her sweating forehead and gl anced around the high plateau
"At least it's not too hot."

Behi nd them the other marines dropped fromthe | ander.

Nyl an | ooked at the track he had nade. Fromwhat he could tell, nbst of the rocks were snall
nothing that would create too many problens. Rising fromthe grass between the rocks were snal
purple flowers, shaped like stars, that rose on thin, alnost invisible, stens.

Nyl an forced his thoughts fromthe fragile flowers and turned toward the | ander itself. From
what he coul d see, the ablative coating on the belly had been largely removed by the shrubbery and
rocks.

"We've got sone work to do-quickly. We need to set up the beacon and see if we can nove the
| ander a bit." He headed toward the | ander and the enmergency beacon it contained. Fierra
fol | oned.

One of the nmarines wal ked the several hundred steps eastward fromthe | ander, pausing just
short of the sheer dropoff.
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" frigging long way down ..."
Nyl an nodded. They had cone a | ong ways down. He just hoped that they didn't have to fall any
farther.

\l

H SSL STUDIES THE inages in the glass. Four rounded netal tents squat amid the late spring grasses
that carpet the Roof of the Wirld. On the high ground in the northwest corner of the grassy area,
the silver-haired man hamrers stakes in place in a pattern which H ssl cannot determ ne through
the msts of the gl ass.

Thrap! At the sound, Hissl squints and the image in the screeing glass fades into swirling
white mists that in turn vanish, |eaving what appears as a circular flat mrror in the center of
the small white oak table. He turns. "Yes?"

"Hi ssl, Jissek has recovered, and we are here."

"Do conme in." The man in white erases the frown and stands, waiting, as the two other nmen in
white step into the room

Terek cl oses the door and smiles.

Hi ssl returns the smle and bows. "I am honored."

"What do you make of the people of the iron tents?" asks the rotund Jissek. "From where did
they come, do you think?"

"From beyond the skies-that is certain."

"Way do you say that?" asks Terek

Both Ji ssek and Hissl |ook at the older w zard. Terek |ooks at Hissl as if waiting for an
answer .

H ssl takes a deep breath before he speaks, ignoring the frown his sigh evokes from Terek
"There are many signs. It would appear that the tents flew down to the Roof of the World-"

"Flew? Iron cannot fly."

"They flew, " confirnmed Jissek

"The people who were in the tents |ook nostly |like us, but they are not. | have never seen
silver hair on young people or hair that is red like a fire. And they sweat, as if the Roof of the
Wrldis warm as though it nmight be hot Iike in the Stone Hills or the high plains of Analeria in
m dsunmer . "

"That seens little enough. \Wat el se?”

"They are nostly wonmen. Qut of a score, only three are nmen. Their |eader is a wonman. At | east,
she is shaped like a wonman. And all the wonen bear what | ook |ike weapons, though | cannot be
sure."

"The angel s, you think?" asks Jissek

H ssl shrugs.

"Angels? Bah . . tales to frighten children with. That's all."

"Every wi zard who can scree will see these wonen, and such tales will get passed, especially to
t hose few who follow the black."

Terek pulls at his snpboth chin. "Such tales ... that would not be good. Perhaps soneone shoul d
travel west."

H ssl and Ji ssek exchange gl ances. Finally, H ssl, the youngest w zard, the only bal di ng one,
clears his throat. "Wuld it be... proper for us to undertake such a m ssion- given the concerns
rai sed by Lord Nessil of Lornth?"

"That m ght work to our advantage," points out Terek. "Lord Nessil would not wi sh the exanple
of arnmed wonen to be nade known, especially to the Jerans. Their wonen ride with the nen, and he
has had sone trouble ..."

The other two wi zards nod.

"He woul d appreciate our concern, and he would be nost intrigued with wonmen of silver or fiery
red hair."

"These ... angels... mght not take to being taken," says Hi ssl

"Have they shown weapons? Thunderbolts, or firebolts such as we can bring?"

"No," admits the bal ding wizard. "Not that we have seen used."

"Then fourscore arnmsnen should be nore than enough.”

"As you wish." Hissl inclines his head.

"I will recommend, of course, that you acconpany His Lordship." Terek smles. "Since you have
di scovered the strangers, you should share in the rewards. And one wi zard should be nore than
enough. W& would not wish to inply a |lack of confidence in the abilities of H's Lordship."
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"No... no, indeed," nurnmurs Jissek, wiping his forehead.
"You are nost kind, High Wzard." Hissl offers a head bow "Mst kind."

VI |

THE LANDER SHELLS formed a square on the rocky upper slope of the al pine area, adjacent to one of
the two small streams that wound through the grass and shrubs, and bel ow t he staked-out pattern
that Nyl an had made. One of the shells contained several body-sized dents, and plastic foamfilled
a long gouge on the left side. On the uphill side of the shells were several plastic-covered
stacks-t he di sassenbl ed sections of the |anders' exterior renpvable parts.

The wi nd whispered in fromthe north, barely above freezing.

Nyl an and Ryba lay together in the forward part of |ander one, sharing the command couch, under
the light thermal blanket that was nore than warm enough for them

Only the faintest light crept in through the short corridor fromthe hatch, but Nylan had no
difficulty seeing. Wth the silver hair had apparently cone sone form of enhanced ni ght vision
that took in the objects around himin the dinmest of light. He | ooked at Ryba, short hair
tousl ed, face calmin sleep-not quite relaxed, but he had never seen her conpletely rel axed.

Beyond the couch were their clothes . . . and the twin blades Ryba had brought down fromthe
W nterlance and begun to wear. Nylan did not shake his head. She was doubtless correct in assum ng
that the bl ades would have to serve as a defense before long and in accustom ng herself to their
use. \What weapon coul d he use? A bl ade probably, since Ryba could teach him although the idea of
an edged weapon bot hered him But where would they get bl ades?

Though he knew t he basics of metallurgy, he'd never tried anything so primtive as snithing,
and he had no idea if there were any netallic deposits nearby. Charcoal he could nmake, if he ever
had the tine, and he could devise some sort of bellows, but they would be useless w thout iron or
copper. The | anders held enough steel alloys, but a primtive snmthy would be hard-pressed to
reach tenperatures high enough to nelt or cast them

He took a long, slow breath.

Ryba's eyes flickered, and then, as always, she was awake. "What are you thinking about?"

"Weapons, snmithing, howto use the materials in the |anders..." He shrugged, suddenly conscious
of her nakedness next to him

"That's not all you're thinking about," whi spered Ryba.

Nyl an coul d feel hinmself bl ushing.

"And after last night? Shane on you."

Nyl an ni bbl ed on her neck

"Not now ... | can hear someone in the back."

"It's different in the norning. Besides, we've got a lot to do. The growi ng season is so short.
W'l |l have to get those grow paks figured out and started. They're really designed as deep-space
hydroponi c units, but there are instructions for conversion, and there's one planet or soil-based
unit." The captain swung her feet onto the chill conposite flooring of what had been the cockpit
ar ea.

Nyl an swung his feet to the other side, aware of the warmh of her back against his and of the
faint scent of evergreens and the whispering of the w nd outside.

Ryba pulled on her shipsuit, as did Nylan. He followed her into the dawn, and toward the stream
to wash up. Neither spoke.

As the day lightened, |ong before the sun had edged above the tree-fringed eastern horizon that
| ay beyond the drop-off, Nylan had whittled a small Iinb into shavings, then used one of the
mat ches to light the cook fire. He | ooked down at the match, then shook his head. "Strikers,
maybe. "

"Strikers?" Ayrlyn broke off a handful of dried end branches fromthe dead tree linb that
several marines had dragged nearly a kay the day before.

"Steel and flint.. . nmaybe |I could cut sone pieces fromthe |ander and bend theminto an arc,
attach the stone. Haven't seen any flint, though."

"You are planning for the long haul, aren't you?" Ayrlyn fed nore of the tinder into the small
flickering flanes, flanmes duller than her flam ng hair.

"Not so long. Three boxes of matches nmight |last a |ocal year if we used only one a day. W
don't exactly have a chemi cal -processing industry here." Nylan picked up a plastic bucket,
checking the scrapes on the gray material, then began to wal k toward the stream

"Does he sleep?" Saryn linped toward the fire that Ayrlyn fed, |eaning heavily on the rough
staff that allowed her to avoid putting too nmuch weight on the hardened foam cast around her
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broken right Ieg.

"Neither he nor the captain seemto need much." Ayrlyn yawned.

"Where's the captain?"

"I'n number two with Merrin, sorting through the grow paks," answered the engineer, returning
with a full bucket of water. "She wants to get started on laying out fields and planting."

"We've been down | ess than an ei ght-day, and she wants us to be field hands?" asked Saryn.

"What about Gerlich? Where's he gone?" inquired Ayrlyn.

"He's got the one bow and the arrows-out hunting. He clains there's sonething like a wild boar
out there." Nylan gave a short |augh

Saryn shook her head.

The captain and the junior officer energed fromthe shell of |ander two and wal ked toward the
fire. Mertin ducked to avoid the line of snmoke that seemed al nost to seek his face.

From | ander four energed Fierral. The red-haired mari ne conmander and the two ships' officers
converged on the fire, stopping well back

"Why the fire?" asked Fierral. "W've still got firmcells."
"Cooking. We're saving the cells for things we can't duplicate locally," answered Ryba.
"Such as?"

Two nore narines eased up toward the fire.

"Powering the conmbat laser, if we need to." Ryba adjusted the nakeshift hairband to keep the
short and thick black hair totally away from her face

Nyl an enptied half the water into the kettle and swung it out over the fire on the makeshift
crane. He frowned as he set aside the bucket.

"You don't approve, Ser Engi neer?"

"I hope we can avoid that. The conbat | aser gobbles power. The nore power we can use for
constructive purposes the better."

"I take it you have sone ideas?"

Nyl an stood. "1've been studying the geology. There's something that |ooks Iike black marble,
except it's not. It's tougher, but it's not as hard as granite, and | hope it cuts nore easily-
with a |aser."

"Houses?" asked Saryn.

The silver-haired man shook his head. "A tower, sonething like that. It makes nore sense.
That's what | staked out-good solid footings there."

"How |l ong 'fore we start building sonething, ser?" asked one of the younger narines standing
behi nd Ayrlyn.

"That's not the first priority," snapped Ryba. "The | ander shells are fine for now Wat we
need to get in the ground is food. W also need to survey the forest and the neadow here to see

what's likely to be edible, while we still have the analyzer and sonme power."
Nyl an nodded.
"And... we'll still need tinber of sone sort to roof, floor, and brace the engineer's tower."

"We m ght not need planks except for flooring and bracing,” Nylan volunteered. "There's a dark
gray slate that splits into sheets pretty easily."

"Good ... | think."

"What's in the energency grow paks?" Saryn | eaned back on the flat stone, stretching out the
leg with the cast.

"Mai ze, although |I don't know about whether the streamw ||l supply enough water ... potatoes
that ought to do well in a cold climate, some high-protein beans.™

"Get the potatoes in first," suggested Nyl an

"Pot at oes?" asked Mertin, stepping up beside Ryba

"They grow just about anywhere, and we could exist on themw th only a few suppl enents. The
ground seens all right." The engi neer poured the rest of the water fromthe bucket into the pot.
"They keep better than sonme of the other plants, although you could dry and grind the nmaize into a
flour, | think."

"Seens?" asked Saryn.

Nyl an shrugged. "It might take generations to deternmine if all the trace elenents are there,
but I'd bet they are."

Ryba | ooked at him

"If it's not perfectly planoformed, it's a natural duplicate of a hot humanoid world. It feels
right."

"Are we going to rely on feel ?"

"We'd better figure out sonething to rely on besides high technology that won't be around nuch
| onger."
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"Feel.. ." Ryba frowned. "Let's finish eating and get to work on those fields. The grow ng
season can't be very long here. Once we get everything we can planted, then we'll worry about game
and tinmber and | onger-range priorities.™

Fierral nodded, stiffly, like the marine force | eader she renmi ned.

Saryn strai ghtened on the rock where she sat and w nced.

Nyl an gl anced uphill across the starfl ower-strewn grass and bushes-and rocks-to the staked
outline of the foundations of what he hoped would be a tower... if they could get toit. If the
locals didn't show up in force first... If... He clanped his |lips together, ignoring the sidelong

| ook from Ryba.

VI

THE EARLY- MORNI NG sun gl ared out of the blue-green sky and bathed the sloping meadow, and the
figures who toiled there, glinting off the few exposed nmetal sections of the |ander shells and off
the small spring that fed the stream

Ryba stood above it all, on the top of the rocky | edges above the danpness of the neadows in
the wind that blew steadily fromthe northwest. Wth her stood Fierral and two narines. Al four
| ooked to the northeast, down the rocky ridge |line.

"There ... you can see them at the base of the ridge there. It's alnpbst as good as a road."
Fierral pointed. "They're pretty clearly headed here. And there are a lot of them"

"I"d expected a little nore time before anyone found us. | wonder how they knew. " Ryba frowned,
then shrugged. "I suppose that's not the issue now, "

"What do you want us to do?" asked the blue-eyed force | eader

"Act innocent. Keep the sentries in place and use the nirrors to signal nme when they get cl ose.
Position the rifles there in the rocks where you can sweep themif you have to. Try not to use
themuntil you really have to. 1'd rather save the amunition. Make sure the rest of the marines
have their sidearns with them W only have the pair of rifles?"

"Just the two," Fierral affirned.

"G ve one to each of your best snipers-besides you- and put one where you are and the other on
the far end of that downhill clunp of rocks."

"Not a bad cross fire." The force | eader nodded.

"Then set up the rest of the marines where they can take cover quickly if they have to. They
m ght have archers or something."”

"I didn't see anything like that through the gl asses,
they' re peaceful ?"

"Wth nore than fifty horses in a prinmtive culture? That's the equivalent of a half-dozen
mrror towers." Ryba snorted. "No ... they're not peaceful, but we'll pretend they are, and I'm
betting they' |l be trying for the same inpression, too."

Fierral raised her eyebrows, just as flanming red as her hair, but said nothing and waited for
Ryba to expl ain.

"I't's sinple. The way the approach runs here, you have to cone up the ridge, and that's
exposed. Nylan was right. It's a good spot for a tower-or a castle. The rocks behind there are too
sharp to bring horses through, and too steep. So"-Ryba shrugged agai n-"wi t hout nodern weapons, it

Fierral said slowy. "You don't think

woul d be hard to take. But first we have to survive to build it. Anyway, they'll pretend to cone
in peace, unless we attack first, just to get close, and they think we'll be drawn in."

"Men," | aughed Fierral

"They may be transparent, squad | eader, but they're still dangerous." Ryba turned. "The
engi neer will be doing the prep work for his tower, and |I'll keep a handful busy with the

ditching. W nmight as well do sonething while we're waiting. It will be a while. They'Il walk the
horses up here so that they're fresh for the battle they' re pretending they don't want. Try not to
kill the horses. W'll need them"™

"Besi des you, who can ride?" asked Fierral

"You'll all have to learn, sooner or later. This way, we won't have to buy nmounts."

The other two nmarines | ooked fromthe hard face of their squad | eader to the harder face of the
capt ai n.

I X

"LORD NESSI L, THE ang-the strangers are just over the rise, not nore than twenty rods beyond the
tips of the gray rocks." The arnsman in brown | eathers keeps his voice |ow and | ooks up to the
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hat chet-faced man in the heavy purple cloak. Blotches of noisture have soaked through the
armsnman' s | eather trousers, and green snears attest to his crawling through underbrush and grass.

Lord Nessil brushes back a long | ock of silver and black hair, then smles. "Are they as
attractive as the screeing glass shows?"

"Pardoni ng Your Grace, but | wasn't |looking at themthat way." The arnsnman's eyes flicker to
his right as another trooper |eads his horse back to him "They don't seem bothered by the chill.
They wear |ight garnents, like they were in Lydiar in midsumer, but | wasn't |ooking beyond the
clothes, nore for blades, and only the bl ack-haired wench bears one. A pair she has."

"A pair of what?" asks Nessil

Lettar | ooks down at the grass.

"For that, Lettar, you shall have one to enjoy." Nessil l|laughs softly. "Wonen warriors, and
only one has a blade. | shall enjoy this." He turns toward the wizard in white. "Wuat do your arts
show, W zard?"

"There are less than a score that | can scree there, eighteen in all, and but three nen. They

bear sone strange devices that radi ate sone snmall neasure of order, and others that bear sone
measure of chaos. They have set up a spindly windm |l that will be ripped apart in the first good
wind." Hissl inclines his head

"What woul d you have us do, Wzard?"

"I would like your men to preserve their devices. W night |earn something fromthem | cannot

advi se Your Grace on tactics, My Lord. You are the warrior. | can but say that they are likely to
be nore form dable than they appear. | cannot tell you why."

Nessil laughs again, still softly, but nore harshly. "You caution ne that they could be
form dabl e, but not why. Thus, if | succeed in capturing themall, | will be pleased." H's face
darkens. "If | fail, you may clai myou warned ne. Wzard's double words! Ri de beside ne, Ser
W zard. "

"Pardoni ng Your Grace, but what shall we do? Ride down on thenP" asks Lettar
"No. We will be civilized. We will ride up and demand their surrender for trespass. That way,

we mght get themall. W do outnunber themnore than three to one.” Nessil |ooks at Hissl. "And
we get the wi zard close enough to use his firebolts if need be."

"What about the nen?"

"I'f they resist, kill them If not, we can always use them sonewhere. Try to save as many of
the wonen as you can. |'ve never had a silver-haired wench-or one with fire-red hair." Nessi
of fers a boyish grin and | ooks along the Iine of threescore nmounted troopers. "Shall we make our
appearance? Bring out the banners. After all, we do conme in peace, one way or another."

H ssl's eyes glaze slightly, as if he is no longer quite within his body.

Then the horsenen ride toward the low rise, over which |oons the ice-needl e peak that dom nates
t he Roof of the World. The banners flap in the brisk wind that blows out of the north and spins
the windmi |l beyond the crest of the hill.

The starflowers left in the neadow on the far side of the ridge-those that have not been
destroyed by the cultivation or wilted as their season has passed-bend in the w nd.

X

ABOVE THE PLOT where Gerlich and several marines half toiled at ditch-digging, partly sheltered by
a line of boulders, Nylan studied the |laser, and the array of firin cells in the portable rack. He
munbl ed and nmade anot her adjustnent to the powerhead on the | aser

"Way don't you just try it, ser?" asked the stocky bl ond marine behind him

"Because, Huldran, we can only replace a fraction of the power."

"What about the emergency generator?" Hul dran nodded her head toward the man-sized but flinsy-
| ooking windmill set near the crest of the hill. Beneath it was a small array of solar cells. Both
the cells and the generator fed through a converter into a single firin cell.

Nyl an | aughed. "The | aser uses nore energy in a few units than the generator supplies in a
day." After another readjustment to the powerhead, he strai ghtened and w ped his sweating
forehead. "It gets hot here in the day."

"Yes, ser." Huldran wi ped away the sweat from her fair-skinned forehead.
"I heard that, Ser Engineer," said Gerlich fromthe plot. "It's frigging hot here. It would
have been hard to try to live any lower. 1'll bet those |ow ands are |ike the denmons' hell." The

shirtsleeved Gerlich blotted his brow and handed the nakeshift spade to one of the marines. "Your
turn.”

"Yes, ser." The dark-haired marine took the shovel and continued digging the ditch that woul d
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divert streamwater through the plot. Her eyes continued to scan the rise to the north as she
sl ow y dug.

Three other marines grubbed at the ground with makeshift inplenents resenbling hoes to clear
away the m xture of what appeared to be grass and a high-altitude clover bearing occasiona
reddi sh bl ooms. Their eyes occasionally darted toward the top of the ridge or toward one of the
rock formations. The shortest narine w ped her forehead, her hand unconsciously touching the sl ug-
thrower at her belt.

"How | ong do we have to play at being innocent woul d-be peasants, anyway?" asked Cerlich

"Until our visitors arrive," responded Ryba fromthe end of the snall plot. "In any case,
you' ve proved you can toil with the best, Gerlich." She notioned to the forner weapons officer
"You can even bring in gane with a bow even dangerous gane." Her eyes flicked to the rack where
anot her marine had stretched out the hide of what appeared to be a cougar and studied a smal
manual . "No one knows what to do with the hide. Wat do you know about mnaki ng bows and arrows?"

"Not much. | use them O hers make them"

"We're all going to have to do sone making here."

Gerlich smled lazily and shrugged.

Ryba's hand flicked, and, as if by magic, the tip of one of the steel blades appeared at the
brown-haired nman's throat. Her eyes nmet his, as they stood there, the captain al nbst equal in
hei ght to the husky weapons officer, and in breadth of shoul ders.

Gerlich swal |l owed.

"In case you' ve forgotten, |I'mnot only captain, but |I'mtougher than you are-and so are nost
of the marines, in case you get any ideas." Ryba' s blade vani shed back into the scabbard. "Now ...
do you want to try to figure out how to nake sonething useful ?"

"You've made it clear | have little choice."

"None of us do, not if we're going to survive. | intend to nake sure that we all do."

A light flashed across Ryba's face, and she squinted, then turned toward the sentry up in the
rocks. After a nmonment, she called, "Ready! Stand by for visitors."

"Ready, Captain,"” responded Fierral, squaring her broad shoul ders.

To the north of the plot, but to the right of the rockier ground where Nylan's crude stakes
mar ked the tower that might never be built, Saryn sat in the shade of a boul der and used one of
the three survival knives to pare down a fir linb into the shaft of what woul d be another shovel
At Ryba's conmand, she eased her own slug-thrower out of the holster and onto the flat rock. She
st opped peeling and carving, but still held the knife |oosely.

Beyond her, still partly sheltered by a |ine of boulders, Nylan nade yet another adjustnment to
the powerhead on the | aser. He straightened, then frowned as he both heard Ryba's conmmand, and
sonehow felt the presence of horsemen beyond the ridge.

Was it just his imagination?

Ryba wal ked uphill toward the rocks until she was |ess than a dozen paces from where Saryn and
Nyl an wor ked. "Conpany's about to arrive."
"Wonderful.. ." rmunbled Nylan. "W're barely planet-side an ei ght-day, and soneone has deci ded

to start a fight. Hunmans are such peaceful creatures.”

"We're angels," hissed the dark-haired Saryn.

"Same same," nuttered the engi neer back

"Hi gh Command woul d have your head for that," pointed ' out the second pilot.

"We' || never see High Command again."

Saryn shivered

"Keep your slug-throwers ready," added Ryba. "Aimfor the body."

The ground vibrated slightly as the horsenen crossed the top of the ridge. In the van were two
young nen bearing purple banners, followed by a man in a purple cloak thrown back to reveal an
iron breastplate and a large hand - and - a - half sword worn in a shoul der harness.

Ryba reached for the slug-thrower at her hip

"That won't do nuch," observed Nylan. "They'll just think it's nagic of some sort. | suspect
that they only recogni ze bl ades and arrows as weapons."

"I don't care what they call it. W have to stop them"™

"WIl it hurt to talk?" Nylan asked. "They |ook too |ike us not to be hunman."

"I suppose not, but if they're really human, they're here to fight." Ryba's eyes flicked toward
the ridge where the head marine stood. The snipers renmai ned hidden. "Fierral has her troops ready
to gun down the whole nass of themif |I give the order."

"Al of thenP"
"I'f necessary." Ryba's face was hard. "People don't |like facing the unknown. If they're
hostile, |1'd rather have them all disappear. W could plead ignorance in the future. It's hard to
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pl ead i gnorance when there are witnesses."

The three studied the riders as the horsemen rode down toward the angel encanpnent. Beside the
purpl e-clad | eader rode a nman cloaked totally in white, and Nylan could even feel a sense of
whi t eness, tinged with red, emanating fromthe man, who was the only one not carrying visible
weapons. That |ack of weapons bothered the engi neer

"Watch out for the one in white," he said quietly as his hand drifted to the standard-issue
sidearm that he had never used agai nst the denons of light or their mirror towers.

"I"ll keep that in mnd." Ryba kept her broad shoul ders square as she stepped forward and
somewhat away fromthe rocks.

The horsenen drew up in a rough line, a sort of half-circle centered on the small plot being
ditched. The marines in the plot had | owered their hoes, and their hands rested by the butts of
their sidearnmns.

The man in the purple cloak reined up well short of Ryba, inclined his head, and decl ai med
sonet hi ng.

"Not good," whispered Nylan. "They know she's in charge."

Ryba inclined her head slightly, then, w thout turning her head, asked, "Wat did he say?"

"The general idea is that we don't belong here.”

"I could tell that myself," snapped Ryba, her eyes still fixed on the man in purple.

The | eader of the locals added a few nore words, the |last ending in what seened a parti al
snarl .

Ryba | ooked back at him then responded in an even tone. "I suggest you do the same to
yoursel f."

Purple cloak drew the big hand - and - a - half sword, holding it at the ready.

"Now what do you suggest?" asked Ryba.

"Put one of those Sybran bl ades through himand run like hell fromthe guy in white," suggested
Nyl an.

"I"'mafraid we can't recogni ze your authority." Ryba's voice was al nost nusi cal

Anot her sentence followed fromthe local's | eader, and he gestured toward the heavens over head.

Nyl an pursed his lips. Did the |ocals know they had cone from space?

"Returning to where we cane fromis clearly inpossible," Ryba responded.

The sword jabbed skyward again

"No. "

The purpl e-cl oaked man barked a conmand. The sword swept toward Ryba as he spurred his horse
forward, as did the other horsenen.

"Fire at will!" yelled Ryba.

Even before the local's heavy blade was within a body | ength of Ryba, the purple-clad rider was
sagging fromthe big horse, a length of Sybran steel protruding fromhis chest.

The ot her horsenen continued to charge whoever happened to be close, blades out and | ooking for
targets, maintaining a rough double-line formation. Only the man in white held back, his eyes
scanni ng t he neadow ar ea.

Crack, crack, crack, crack... Even the first staccato inpacts of the marine slug-throwers that
echoed across the high meadow hurled nearly a dozen arnmsmen fromtheir mounts. One of the purple
banners fluttered to the ground.

The others ignored the sounds and rode toward the handful of marines in the open

Crack! Crack! Crack! Mre slug-throwers discharged, and nore horsemen tunbled, their frozen
faces wearing expressions of disbelief.

Nyl an ained at the man in white. Crack

Not hi ng happened, but the engineer had the feeling that sonehow the ceram c conposite shell had
fragmented before it reached the target.

Crack!

Wth a |l ong and dramatic-soundi ng set of phrases, the man in the white tunic and trousers
rai sed his right hand and gestured.

Ryba dove behind the nearest boul der, and Nyl an ducked. The two of them jammed together

Wihssttt! The firebolt seemed to bounce off the rock, flared over the hal f-hoed field, and
smashed across the side of the nearest |ander. Wite ashes cascaded onto the neadow. \Were the
firebolt had struck was a gouge in the dark tiles that showed netal beneath.

"Frig ..." muttered Ryba. "Personal laser! Can't believe it."

Whhhsssttt!

Anot her firebolt flared above them gouging a line of fire through the neadow cl over

Wihhssstt!

Crack! Ryba's shot also failed to reach the man in white.
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"That's no laser." Nylan peered over the edge of the boulder, then frowned. The man in white
was gone, although Nyl an thought he could feel someone riding up the hill. Mre feelings that
seened to be correct, and that bothered the engineer

"Where did he go?" snapped Ryba.

"Forget him"

Crack! Crack! Crack!

Nylan lifted the slug-thrower as two horsenmen, low in the saddle, swept around the end of the
rocks and headed toward them

Both the captain and the engineer fired again.

Crack! Crack! Crack! Wen the hanmer came down on the enpty chanber, Nylan scranbled to the
other side of the rock, energing a nonent later. H's nouth dropped open as he saw Ryba on one of
the horses, chasing down, and slicing open one of the hapless arnsnen, and then anot her

"Cet the dammed horses!" yelled Ryba before she rode uphill after a fleeing nount.

Nyl an | ooked at the nearby horse, then flung hinself behind the boul der as anot her horseman
gal | oped toward him

Crack! Crack! Crack!

The slugs whistled over Nylan's head, and one of Saryn's shots dropped the horsenan.

"You'd better reload!" suggested Saryn.

"Thanks!" Nyl an, crouching behind the boul der, funbled the second and last clip into the slug-
thrower. He hoped the marines had nore firepower. He al so hoped they were better shots than he'd
proved to be.

When he scranbl ed up, there were no horsemen nearby, just the nount of the man Saryn had
dropped. Nyl an, ignoring his apprehensi ons about grabbing onto anything ten tines his size,

grasped the reins of the nearby nount, which pronptly reared. "Now ... now ..." He tried to be
reassuring, but the horse reared again, nearly dragging himoff his feet before it settled down.
Whhheeeee . . . eeeee . . . eeee

"I don't like it any better than you do, fellow |I|ady, whatever you are." Horses? What was he
doi ng hanging on to horses on an inpossible planet? He tried not to shiver and concentrated on
cal ming the horse

Sl owl y, sonmehow, he nmanaged, even as he | ooked across the nmeadow. He swal | owed. From what he
could see, there were |arge nunbers of bodies strewn al nost at random Three of them beyond the
pl ot, wore shipsuits.

Absently, Nylan patted the neck of the horse

VWheee . . . eeee

He glared at the beast that towered over him and, surprisingly, the aninal seermed to whi nper.
Patting the animal's neck, he added, "Just take it easy."

H s eyes flicked across the neadow, then toward the top of the hill where Ryba had reined up

"They're gone, frig it!"

Nyl an | ed the horse toward the | ander shells and the hal f-grubbed and ditched plot, not quite
sure what to do with the animal. At the least, he needed to find soneplace to tether it. Severa
mari nes were worki ng over two angel bodies as he led the horse toward the nearest |ander, where,
absently, he tied the reins around an internal door |oop. No one was going to be closing the door
anytime soon.

Then he hurried through the fallen horsenmen. One noaned as Nyl an passed. He | ooked down at the
hole in the man's abdomen, and his guts twisted at the bl ood. The man nmpaned agai n. Nylan knelt.
There wasn't nmuch he coul d do.

The soldier nuttered sonething, blood oozing fromthe corner of his nouth. Had he fractured
ribs in his fall fromthe horse? The man's hand clutched Nylan's, and he nuttered, "Nerysa
Nerysa . "

H s hand | oosened, as did his jaw.

Nyl an cl osed the dead nan's eyes and slowy stood. Then he wal ked toward the group between the
end | ander and the plot where three gathered around a prone figure in a ship-suit.

"I't's no use."” One of the nmarines sat back and w ped her forehead.

The unnoving figure was that of the junior officer- Mertin. Above sightless eyes and streans of
dried and drying blood, his forehead | ooked slightly | opsided.

The marine stood. "Those blades are nore like iron crowbars. Not much edge. Dammed sword caved
in his tenple. He just stood there and shot, never ducked He got about four of them"”

Nyl an | ooked toward t he other grouping. "Wo's that?"

"Kyseen, | think. Mangled | eg. Three of themhit her at once. She got two. The third got her
with his horse. She still got him™"

Nyl an shook his head. The entire fight still seened both horribly real and terribly unreal
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From what he could tell, several other narines were al so down.

Fromthe hillside above, Ryba rode downhill, leading three nore riderless nmounts. Mire to the
west, another marine and Gerlich were on horseback, trying to corner several nore of the riderless
horses. Nyl an counted nearly a score of nounts being held, tethered, or chased.

Nyl an gl anced back toward Kyseen

"Dunmb bastard!"
Si nce she sounded as though she had a chance for recovery, and since he was certainly no
medt ech, he wal ked back toward the uphill side of the | ander shells where Ryba was directing the

construction of something where the horses could be tethered.

"Nyl an!" ordered Ryba. "Get a couple of narines and check the bodies. Those that aren't too
badly wounded we'll try to save for information. Gather all the weapons, anything val uable, and
have your detail bury the rest deep enough that scavengers, or whatever they have here, won't get
them Keep any cl oaks or jackets or arnmor or boots-if they're in good condition."

Nyl an nodded. Wiile he didn't like the idea, he understood the need.

"Don't bury any of the dead horses yet." Ryba made a sour face. "Maybe we can butcher sonme and
stretch out the concentrates."”

Nyl an frowned. Horse neat? Maybe it would be better than concentrates, but he had his doubts.
To stop thinking about that, he asked, "Who got away besides the fellow in white?"

"Maybe a half dozen. One or two were wounded, | think." Ryba turned her nmount toward the end of
t he meadow where Gerlich lurched in the saddle as his mount nearly carried himinto an overhangi ng
pi ne branch. "Use your legs, Cerlich, and your head!"

Nyl an pointed to the three nearest marines. "You, you, and you-we're the scavenger - and -
burial detail." He saw Hul dran. "You too, Huldran. We'Ill start up by the rocks and sweep down.
Carry the bodies to the | ower end of the neadow, near the drop-off." He gestured.

"That's a long ways," pointed out a tall wonman, who, like him had come out of the mysterious
underjunp with silver hair.

Nyl an tried to renenber her nane. Was it Llysette?

"Llysette, it's downhill-"

"It's Llyselle, ser.”

"Sorry. In any case, Llyselle, it is downhill and away fromthe water, and it's going to be
hard to bury them deep enough to get rid of the snell. There are rocks there, for a cairn, if
necessary."

"Yes, ser." The four gave himresigned | ooks.

"Why don't we just drop themover the cliff?" asked Hul dran
"That woul d probably just cause nore trouble with the locals, and we don't need that."
"How woul d t hey know?"

Nyl an shrugged. "I don't know, but they've got sonething-call it technology, call it magic.
They knew Ryba was our |eader, and they knew we cane from space or the |ocal equivalent."
"Great.. ." nunbled one of the other narines.

"Stow it, Berlig," said Huldran tiredly. 'The engineer's usually been right, and these days
that counts for a lot. Let's get on with it."

' Take any weapons, knives, any gadgets or coins. Jewelry, too," added Nylan. "The nore we find,
the nore we might be able to figure out about these people.”

The sun had dropped behind the nountain peaks by the time Ryba, Gerlich, and their work crew
had conpl eted a nakeshift corral for the captured nounts and by the time a large cairn and five
i ndi vi dual graves had been conpleted and filled in the southwestern corner of the open area, just
beyond the end of the meadow and | ess than two dozen steps fromthe begi nning of the drop-off.

Saryn was by the cook-fire area, nmaking an attenpt to butcher a dead horse. Nylan shook his
head, but kept wal king toward the stream He needed to get the blood and grine off hinself, if he
coul d.

Not much nmore than an ei ght-day and already five were dead-Mertin and four marines. Then
again, reflected the engineer, without the conbat-trai ned mari nes and Ryba, things would have been
wor se, much worse

Nyl an bent down and washed the rock dust and dirt fromhis hands in the narrow stream Then he
wal ked back toward the | ander where they had stockpiled the plunder, such as it was, fromthe
corpses. They had gathered nearly three dozen of the heavy iron blades that scarcely seemed sharp
enough to hack wood. After thinking about Ryba's Sybran bl ade and how she had sheared right
through the local plate and chain nmail, Nylan shook his head.

He neared the | ander, and Ayrlyn, who stood by the single remaining local. The man hal f sat,
hal f | ay al nost against the side of the end | ander on a thin tarp. The pale green eyes surveyed
Nyl an, and the man spoke.
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Nyl an al nost caught the words.

"He's asking if you're the only true man here," said Ayrlyn fromhis elbow "He wants to give
you his sword. O he would if he still had it."

"Honor concept, | suppose.”

"Only men have honor here? Are we in trouble!" snorted the forner commofficer. Her brown eyes
flashed that inpossible shade of bl ue.

"If I take his sword, |I'mresponsible for him | suppose.”

"Something like that, |I'd guess."

"Does that nean he gives his word not to escape, or is it meani ngl ess nonsense?" Nylan's voice
was hoarse, tired.

"Who woul d know?"

Nyl an stared at the local. "I'lIl take his noral sword, or whatever. Tell himthat if he breaks
his word, he'll wish no one in his family had ever been born." Nylan was tired. Tired and angry,
and he just wi shed that things hadn't degenerated into slaughter so quickly.

Even before the flame-haired commofficer started to speak, the nan pal ed, and words tunbl ed
fromhis |ips.

Ayrlyn | ooked sideways at the engineer. "For a nmonent, | thought you al nost gl owed." She shook
her head, and fires seenmed to shimmer in her hair. "Watever you did, he clains you're his |liege
H's nane is Narliat." She | owered her voice. "You did sonmething that scared the |iving darkness
out of him He called you naster or mage, sonmething like that."

Nyl an rubbed his forehead. "This place nakes me feel strange. It's alnost |ike being on the
net, except it's not." He al nost coul d understand the man's words, and the | anguage was sonehow
fam liar, but not quite. He kept rubbing his forehead.

Ayrlyn |l ooked at him "It is strange. |'ve had a couple of flashes Iike that, except it's nore
as though | could feel the trees or the grass." She glanced around nervously. "lI'mnot crazy. |'m
not."

"We're probably just tired." Nylan | ooked at the prisoner. "Now what?"

"Tell himto stay here, and he will."

Nyl an did, and Ayrlyn repeated the words. Narliat bowed his head.

The two angel s wal ked toward the cook fire where Ryba waited. Nylan glanced to the rocky
out croppi ng where a pair of sentries were outlined against the twilit sky.

The captain turned her head. "How nmany in the cairn?"

"Forty-three."

"Forty-three? That nmany?" burst out Kyseen fromthe litter by the fire.

"That few, " said Ryba. "There were al nost sixty, | think. Probably another three or four were
wounded. They' |l probably die, if the locals' nedical care nmatches their weapons. That neans
al nrost a dozen escaped.”

"Killing two thirds of an attacking force sounds pretty good," pointed out Saryn.

"I"'mmnore worried about the one in white," nused Nylan. "It wasn't a |aser, but he had a | ot of
power . "

"I't doesn't nake sense. What ever weapon he used burned right through the | ander's abl ative
tiles like they weren't there-until it got to the thin steel undershell. That's not a |laser. The

abl ative tiles would have stopped even a small weapons | aser.
position on the stone.

"Call it magic," suggested Nyl an.

"Magi c?" Ryba's eyebrows |ifted.

"There's sonething here |ike a neuronet-"

"You think this is all inagination? That we're really trapped in the Wnterlance's net?"

"Ch, frig ..." nmuttered Gerlich

"No. There are too many independent variables for a net to handle, especially the interactions
and apparent actions between individual personalities. Al so, there's a feel about the net,"
expl ained Nylan. "It's not here."

"Thus speaks the engineer." Gerlich's tone was openly sarcastic.

Nyl an ignored it.

"What do you think of the |local swords?" Nylan asked Ryba. "You're the only one with any
experience, | think."

"Not quite," said Gerlich. "I did club fencing for a while."

"So did I," added another voice. "Sers . .."

Nyl an | ooked at the wiry silver-haired narine.

"I"'mlstril," the nmarine explai ned apol ogetically.

"That's a help," said Ryba slowy. "You're all going to have to use blades, | think, before the

Saryn wi nced as she shifted her
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year is out, anyway. Maybe sooner. Unless we can manufacture bows and | earn archery."

"Why ..." started a voice farther back in the twilight. "Ch ... sorry."

"Exactly. Fierral took inventory. That little firefight cost us nearly three hundred rounds.
That's actually pretty good. One in nine shells counted. Except we only have about six hundred
rounds left. That's maybe two battles Iike we just went through." Ryba bowed to the marine force
| eader. "Wthout the nmarines, we'd all be dead or slaves."

Ryba turned to Nylan. "I fear you were correct, Ser Engi neer, about the need for a defensive
enpl acenent, a tower."

Nyl an nodded. "You never answered the question about bl ades."

"Most of their blades are hatchet-edged crowbars. That hand - and - a - half blade the |eader
carried is a fair piece of work, and so was one other thing |like a sabre. Wiy did you ask?" Ryba
smled tightly. "You don't ask questions, ser, unless you know the answer."

"I saw what your blade did to the local |eader," Nylan replied honestly. "I just wondered what
the conpari sons were."

"If we could find blades like mne, it would give us an advantage-not so nuch as sl ug-throwers-
but | don't see those for a long, long tine to cone."

Nei t her did Nyl an.

"But," continued the captain, "I don't know how we could find or forge blades like nine."

Nyl an frowned, then pursed his lips. Was there any way? He shook his head.

"\What about the | anguage?" Ryba turned to Ayrlyn.

"That doesn't make sense, either. It sounded |ike an offshoot of Anglorat," said the comm
of ficer.

Nyl an nodded, nostly to hinself. He should have recognized it, but he hadn't expected the denon
tongue to show up here. "What was that idiot saying? Wiere were you, anyway?" asked Ryba. "Where
you put me ... on the other side." Ayrlyn gave a slight shiver. "I didn't get it all, and sone of
the words didn't nake any sense, but the general idea was that we had to surrender because we were
trespassing on his | ands-"

"Hi s | ands?"

"His lands."

"Darkness help us," said Ryba. "W would knock off the |local ruler. That can't be good."

"I't mght be very good," nmused Nylan. "Anyone else m ght decide to wait a while before taking
us on."

"Either that, or they'll all be up here on sone sort of holy war against their version of the
denons. That's what we probably look like to them"”

Nyl an | aughed.

"What's so funny?"

"W got here because we were fighting the denons, and as soon as we land, we're fighting nore
denons. "

"You think this place was a Rationalist colony?" Ryba's eyebrows knit together

"How could it be? It's not even in our universe,” snapped CGerlich

"Maybe they got here like we did," suggested Saryn.

"W don't even know how we got here, not for sure," pointed out Nylan. "O where here even is."

"You obvi ously have sone ideas, O Bright One," snapped Gerlich. "So how do you think we got
her e?"

"W were at the focus of a lot of energy, nore than enough to bl ow the boards and the

Wnterlance right out of existence. W're still around, even if it's somepl ace strange-"

"Are you sure we're just not dead, or inmmgining things?" asked Ayrlyn.

"The physical sensations seemrather intense for being nerely spiritual and nental. . . and
explained the linmtations of a net..."

"So you did."

Nyl an turned to look fully at the taller man. "So . . . listen. I'lIl listen to your know edge
If we don't listen and save every bit of know edge we have to share, we'll be dead-or our
descendants will suffer nore than they have to:-or both."

"That assunes we'll live that |ong," snapped GCerlich

Ryba's bl ade flickered again, and the cold steel touched Gerlich's neck. "I'mgetting very

tired of having to use force to keep you in line, but it seens like that's all you respect.”
"Wthout that blade . .."
Ryba handed the blade to Istril, the snall marine. "Hold this."
Gerlich | ooked puzzl ed.
"Sonme people never learn." Ryba's foot |ashed out across the bigger nan's thigh
"M ssed, bitch." Gerlich charged.
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Ryba danced aside, and her hands blurred. Gerlich slanmed facefirst into dirt and clover, then
scranbl ed up and took a position, feet wi de, hands in guard position

Ryba feinted with her shoul der, once, tw ce.

Gerlich did not nove.

The captain seened to duck, then with a sweep kick knocked Gerlich off his feet, although the
br own- hai red man scranbl ed and sl ashed at her arm Ryba took the arm and Gerlich went flying into
t he meadow.

He rose slowy, holding his arm

"It's only dislocated," snapped Ryba. "I could have broken your worthless neck. So could npst
of the nmarines."

"Way didn't you?"

"Because you have sonme stud value. But | could break both your arns and keep that."

Nyl an shivered at the chill in Ryba's voice. He |ooked up at the unfaniliar stars. They | ooked
very cold, and very distant.

Cerlich slunped and slowy wal ked forward toward the fire.

"Jaseen, can you snap that back in place?" asked Ryba.

"Yes, ser."

"Do it."

CGerlich sat down on a boul der, while Ryba reclained her blade and sheathed it. Nylan gl anced
across the faces of the twenty-two wonen-all but the two standing in the rocks as sentries-and
then at Gerlich. Things were going to be different. . . very different. He repressed a shudder

Xl

NYLAN LAY ON his side of the couch in the darkness listening to Ryba's soft and even breathing. A
faint cold breeze wafted forward fromthe open | ander door, bringing with it the scent of fire
snoke and evergreens.

The engi neer closed his eyes, then opened them Less than six hundred rounds of amrunition-that
was what stood between them and being captured or killed by the locals. The battle | aser m ght be
good for another skirmsh, but it wouldn't be nuch good once the fighting reached the hand-to-hand
stage, and that neant a cold decision to wipe out the locals before they even charged the angels.

And after that? The locals wouldn't go away. It night be a few seasons or years before they
attacked again, but given human nature, they would. Then what woul d the angels have left for
def ense? Ryba had agreed to build a tower, and that neant he had to design one that was sinple and
relatively quick to construct, big enough for growth, and proof against a cold, cold winter that
probably lasted nore than half the |ocal year. Ensuring that the tower could hold off any |engthy
attack also neant figuring out a water supply that couldn't be bl ocked

He si ghed.

"You're still awake?" asked Ryba

"I thought you were asleep,” said Nylan

"No. | was thinking."

"So was |. What were you thinking about?"

"You nane it, and | was thinking about it," she answered slowy. "Wapons, the l|ocals, weather
crops, housing, your tower, the next generation, howto feed horses through the winter, how to get
to the winter "

Nyl an nodded, then added, as he realized that, while he could see her, she didn't seemto have
the sane night vision he did, "I was thinking about the tower."

"I told you that you could use the lasers to cut stone to build the tower. Just nmake it big
enough for three tinmes the nunbers we have."

"Four," suggested the engi neer.

"If you can do it. There's not that nmuch power in the firin cells.’

Ryba reached out and

squeezed his hand. "It isn't going to be easy."”
"No. And the building season won't be much | onger than the growi ng season. Sone of the
evergreens | ook solid enough, and strai ght enough to provide the tinbering we need. But we'll have

to cut green tinber, and that's going to be hard with one axe and one portable grip saw."

"You just can't stack stones on top of each other, though, can you?"

"Not unless we want to use huge bl ocks, and we don't have enough people to nove things. W'l
need nortar of sone sort, but there has to be clay sonewhere around here, and, unless |I'm
m staken, there are old |ava flows across the way."

"What does | ava have to do with nortar?"
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"I haven't found any |linmestone nearby. So |I'm hoping that | can either pulverize some of the
| ava or that there's sonme conpressed ash that | can use with the clay. It's going to take a little
experimenting."

"What about gl ass?"

"Shutters, probably, for the first winter, except for what | can nake out of the arnmgl ass
screens, but they're small. There's one snall handsaw besides the grip saw. If the energency
generator holds up for a while ... if | can figure out howto nake nortar ... if..." Nylan took a
deep breath. "Too many ifs..."

"Yes." She squeezed his hand again, and he squeezed back

They lay silently for a tine |onger.

"Those swords we got fromthe |ocals aren't nmuch better than iron crowbars," Ryba finally said
into the darkness.

"That bothers you, doesn't it?"

"You can't forge replacenent shells for the slug-throwers, can you? O make powder?"

"l could nake black powder, if |I could find the ingredients, but it would destroy the guns

within a season, | think. There's too nuch residue. That's even if | could cast shells out of the
copper | don't know even exists."
"Better blades ought to be possible . . ." nused the captain. "Sonehow . "

The sil ence dropped over the couch again, then lengthened into sleep as the scent of the fire
was replaced with the colder late-night air, the stronger snell of the evergreens, and the hint of
the oncomi ng rain.

Xl |
AFTER WPING H S forehead, Nylan handed the crude shovel to Huldran. "Keep clearing this rock off,
all the way downhill to the stakes there. Make sure the dirt goes way outside the stakes, or
you'll have to nove it again."

"Yes, ser," answered the stocky bl ond.

Nyl an took his nmakeshift twine - and - weight |evel and nmeasured the sl ope of the clear rock
shel f. The rock | edge uncovered by the digging sloped enough that the tower foundations would have
to be stepped and | eveled. Wth the brush of pine branches, he gently swept the dust and dirt off
the rock around one crack that extended the length of the cleared area, bending down and using his
hand to gauge the wi dth.

On a flat expanse of rock to the west of the tower foundation area, two narines took turns
usi ng crude stone sledges on the chunks of reddish rocks. Beside them Saryn took a snall hanmer
and pul verized the small pieces into dust, and then swept theminto one of the few plastic
bucket s.

Kkhhcheww !'l  Chhhew !!

"Frigging dust!" snapped the forner second pilot, shifting her weight and the cast on her
injured | eg.

Kkkchew !'!

Despite the sneezing, Saryn kept pul verizing the reddi sh rocks.

Over the hammering cane anot her set of vibrations. The engi neer raised his eyes to see Ryba
riding up, her eyes surveying the area.

"Are you still digging holes?"

Nyl an gl anced at the captain sharply, then exhal ed as he caught the glint in her eye. "Yes.
We're still digging holes." He gestured, then swallowed, and continued the explanation he felt
stupid naking. "If | get the foundation and the |ower level right, the rest will be easy. If not..

"I"'mglad you take it seriously."
or barn as well."

"I don't know how long the |aser will |ast.

"It lasts as long as it lasts. Then we try sonething else." Ryba's voice was nmatter-of-fact.

"Any signs of the |ocal s?"

"I'srril thought she saw soneone in purple on the far ridge, but whoever it was didn't stay
around. There's a road down along the bottomof the ridge, nore like a trail. 1'd say it's one of
the high passes across the nountains, probably nore direct, but colder.” Ryba turned in the
saddl e, studying the fields and the surroundi ng sl opes, then | ooked back at Nylan. "Gerlich says
there aren't any signs of local hunters in the higher woods. Not much in the way of |arger gane,
either. That cat seens to be the top of the predatory chain. There are sone goats, probably

She wi ped her forehead. "We're going to need it, and a stable
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escaped donesticated aninmals or their offshoot, sone horned sheep, and a |lot of smaller aninmals,
all off the mammual evolutionary tree. The goats and horned sheep run at the first sign of anyone
nearing. There are traces of what m ght be deer, but no one's seen any."

"Goat and nutton are the animal-protein sources, then?"

"And the deer. Horse neat, possibly, and there have to be cattle, sonewhere."

"\ 2"

"Where did the | eather come fromfor those saddles and reins? O those vests?"

Nyl an felt stupid. "OF course.”

Ryba gl anced toward t he nari nes poundi ng rocks, and toward Saryn, who wore a floppy hat she had
scrounged fromthe plundered goods. Ryba blotted her forehead, then steadied the horse, which
sidl ed away from Hul dran. "Sandstone? Wiy are they crushing that?"

"Vol canic ash. It's alnost too hard, but if we crush it and nmix it with some other stuff, and
sonme of the clay at the base of the ridge, it sets pretty well, maybe too well, sort of like a
stone epoxy. We won't be able to mix nuch at once, and that's going to be a problem"”

"It hardens too quickly?"

Nyl an nodded. "All or nothing. It either sets quickly, or it's slop."

"When will you start actually buil di ng?"

"Not until | get the footings set. Another couple of days probably. The first line of stones-
that will really be like a sill-has to be perfect. We'll do a double wall up to the third-floor
level, fill it with stone chips and clay for insulation-"

"What ever you think." Ryba nodded and turned the horse down toward the section of the neadow
that resenbled a field of sorts.
As she left, Nylan pondered. Did he really need to cut all the stones? How big, or snall,

shoul d they be? What pattern would optim ze the energy usage and prolong the laser's useful |ife?
He took a deep breath, then | aughed. He was taking too many deep breaths.
"No! I'mno friggin' field hand! You take your turn in the fields, too! Your ship's scrap, and
you're no better than the rest of us now "
Nyl an | ooked downhill and to the eastern part of the field fromwhere the voice carried up

across the neadow

One of the stocky narines, one of the few not only bigger but broader in the shoul ders than
Ryba- Nyl an t hought her nane was Man, but he'd never been good with names and hadn't been
concentrating that much-held the crude hoe like a staff, daring the captain to force her to return
to work.

Nyl an mi ssed Ryba's response, but she vaulted out of the saddle and handed the reins to Siret,
one of the three marines with silver hair |like Nylan, and one of the nore quiet marines, though
Nyl an t hought the deep green eyes saw nore than nost realized.

"Big trouble, ser," observed Huldran. "Man's tough, and she's a hothead."

The four other marines in the field drew back, slightly, but watched as Ryba carefully slipped
of f the crossbelts that held her blades and the belt and hol stered slug-thrower, then laid them
across the roan's saddl e.

M an snirked-Nyl an coul d sense the expression as he and Hul dran hurried downhill toward the
field.

Then Ryba sai d sonet hi ng.

"You and who the frig el se?" demanded M an

"Just ne."

Except for his and Huldran's steps, and the faint rustling of the wind through the evergreens
beyond the nmeadow, a hush held the neadow. Even the few remaining starflowers seenmed held in
stasis. Nylan wanted to shake his head, knowi ng what woul d happen. Man didn't understand what
Ryba real ly was.

"You afraid or something, Captain? "

"No ... I'mgiving you one | ast chance to get back to work. If you don't, sone part of your
body won't ever work right again.” The words were like ice. "I didn't think even you were stupid
enough to take on soneone raised as a nonad and wired as a ship's captain.”

"You don't scare nme, Captain."

"That's your problem Man, not nine. Get back to work."

"Make ne."

"Al'l right. You were warned." Wth the last word, Ryba blurred, as her hardwi red refl exes
ki cked in.

Man tried to slash with the hoe, but dropped it as Ryba's foot snapped her wist. The marine
used her good hand and reached for the pistol, but the captain foll owed through with stiffened
hands and an el bow. A second crack followed the first, and Man | ooked stupidly at the second
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damaged wist-but only for a nonment before she crunpled into a heap
Ryba sl owed to normspeed and smiled. "Anyone else think |I shouldn't be in charge of things?"
"No, ser," cane the ragged chorus.
Her face hardened. "Surviving in this place isn't going to be easy, and | don't want to have to

keep doing this sort of thing." She glanced toward Nylan. "I mght add that the engineer, the
second, and the comm officer could have done the sane thing, except that they don't have the
advanced martial arts training, and they would have had to kill Man. Disabling is harder." She

sm | ed again and | ooked down at M an
The marine's eyes ungl azed, and hatred bl azed fromthem

"Next time, I'lIl break your neck first. The only reason you're alive is the sane reason Gerlich
is alive. There are too few of us for genetic purposes, but you cause one single bit of trouble,
and I'lIl drop you over that cliff w thout another thought. Do you understand?"

"Frig you!"

Ryba took a deep breath. Then her foot |ashed out. Crack!

M an's head snapped back, and the |ifeless body slunped onto the field.

Ryba | ooked at the marines. "I never want to do this again-ever. But | will if | have to. W
won't survive if everyone thinks she can second-guess nme. |'Il listen to ideas, and | have, and
|'ve taken them But there's no roomfor this sort of thing."

As Ryba belted on the crossbelts, Huldran turned to Nylan. "Hard wonan."

He nodded. "I'mafraid she's right. According to our |ocal source, old Narliat, we're regarded
as the evil-doers fromthe skies, and force of arms and surviving up here in the cold are all that
are likely to save us. More denocratic systenms don't work well with |large egos, and marines and
ship's officers all have large egos." Nyl an snorted.

"Frigging lousy situation." Hul dran's green eyes glared nonentarily.

"Let's try to make it better." Nylan shrugged, and turned to wal k back toward the inconplete
tower. He didn't know what el se Ryba coul d have done, not without creating even nore problens in
the days ahead, but he didn't want to talk to her at the nmonment. Even if sone people, like Cerlich
and Man, or Lord Nessil, the dead | ocal |eader, seened to respect only force, Nylan night have to
accept it, but he didn't have to like it.

He | ooked back to where Ryba nounted. He suspected Ryba was shaki ng, inside-high speed took a
| ot out of a body-but the captain seenmed as solid as the stone Nyl an | abored over as she turned
the roan toward the next field.

X

"WHAT WLL YOU do with the cowardly wi zard, dear?" asks the heavyset and gray-haired wonan who
sits on the padded bench in the al cove.

The bl ack-bearded young man pulls down his purple vest and wal ks toward the enpty carved chair
with the purple cushion, then turns back to face her. "Much as | distrust Hi ssl, Mther dear, |
woul dn't call himcowardly. According to the handful of troopers who returned, he was attacked,
and he used his firebolts. After Father and nearly twoscore troopers were killed, he retreated. If
he hadn't brought them back, we still wouldn't know what happened for sure. Then | woul d have had
torely on Terek's screeing, and | don't like that, either. He's even nore devious than Hissl."

"Al'l wi zards are devious. That was what your father said, Sillek," the lady Ellindyja responds.

"He was right, but they have their uses.”

"What will you do with Hissl?"

"Not hi ng. "

"Not hi ng? After he led your father to his death? Nothing?" Ellindyja s voice rises slightly,
its edge even nore pronounced.

"What good will killing himdo? W've just lost three squads of troopers, and it |ooks |ike we
now have an eneny behind us, right on top of the Roof of the Wrld, possibly able to close off the
trade road to Gallos. Lord Ildyromand his bitch consort are building a border fort |less than a
hal f day's march from C ynya, and the Suthyan traders are tal ki ng about inposing nore trade

duties. Sooner or later, we'll have to fight to take Rulyarth fromthem or always be at their
mercy." Sillek pauses. "Wth all that, you want me to kill a wi zard and get their white guild
upset at me? Create another enenmy when we al ready have too nany?"

"You are the Lord holder of Lornth now, Sillek. You must do what you think best... just as your
father did."

"What good woul d executing Hi ssl acconplish?"

H s not her shrugs her too expansive shoul ders. "The way you explain it, none. | only know t hat
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difficulties always occur when white wi zards are invol ved."

"I will keep that in nmind." Sillek turns and wal ks to the iron-banded oak door, which he opens.
"Take the wizards and the others to the small hall."
"Yes, ser."

Sillek holds the door to his nother's chanber and waits as she rises. They wal k down the narrow
hall to the snmall receiving chamber where he steps up and stands before the carved chair that
rests on a block of solid stone roughly two spans thick. The lady Ellindyja seats herself on a
padded stool behind his chair and to Sillek's right.

Seven nmen file into the room The five troopers glance nervously fromone to the other and then
toward the two wizards in white. None look at Lord Sillek, nor at his nother, the lady ElIlindyja.
Hi ssl's eyes neet Sillek's, while Terek bows slightly to the lady before turning his eyes to
Sillek.

"Who has been in the forces of Lornth the longest?" Sillek's eyes traverse the troopers.

"Quessin' | have, ser. I'mJegel." Jegel has salt - and - pepper hair and a short scraggly
beard of simlar colors. H's scabbard is enpty, as are the scabbards of all five troopers. The
| eft sleeve of his shirt has been cut away and his upper armis bound in clean rags.

"OF the three score who rode out with Lord Nessil, you are all who survived?"

"Beggi n' your pardon, ser, but we aren't. Maybe a dozen rode down the trade road to Gall os.
Welbet led '"em He said that you'd never let anyone live who canme back with your father |eft
dead. "

"That's the way it should be .

Sillek ignores the whispered conment fromhis nother, but the troopers shift their weight.

"Way did you cone back?" he finally asks.

"My consort just had our son, and | was hopin'..

"Did you ride away fromnmny father in battle?"

"No, ser." Jegel's brown eyes nmeet those of Sillek. "I charged with him" H's eyes drop to his
injured arm "Got burned with one of those thunder-throwers, but | followed himuntil there
weren't no one to follow. Then | turned Dusty back.™

"Dusty?"

"My nount. | ran into the wizard at the bottom of the big ridge-himand nost of the rest. Most
went with Welbet. The rest of us came back with the w zard."

"What did you think of the strangers?"

Jegel shivers. "Didn't like their thunder-throwers. One woman-she was the one with the bl ades-
she threw a blade, and it went right through Lord Nessil's arnor, like a hot knife through soft
cheese. Then she took his horse, and sl aughtered three, four of the troopers with both the bl ade
and the thunder-thrower, alnost as quick as she | ooked at 'em

"Were they all wonmen?"

"Mostly, ser. Except the one | got. He had a thunder-thrower, but it did himno good agai nst ny
bl ade. "

Sillek's eyes turn to the second trooper

"I be Kurpat, Lord Sillek. | couldn't be adding nuch."

"Did you | eave ny father?"

"No, ser."

Sillek continues the questioning without finding out nuch nore until he comes to Hissl

"And, Ser W zard, what can you add?"

"About the fighting, Lord Sillek, | can add little, except the thunder-throwers throw tiny
firebolts, nuch like a wizard's fire, but not so powerful."

"I'f they were not so powerful, why are so many troopers dead?"

H ssl bows his head. "Because all of the strangers had the thunder-throwers, and because the
thunder-throwers are faster than a wizard. |If your father had twoscore w zards as powerful as
Master Wzard Terek, there would be no strangers.”

"Pray tell ne where | would find twoscore wi zards |ike that?"

"You woul d not, ser, not in all Candar."

"Then stop nmeki ng such statenments,” snaps Sillek. "Don't tell ne that twoscore wi zards will
stop the strangers when no one could nuster so many w zards. Besides, you'd all be as like to
fight among each other as fight the strangers.”

Jegel shrugs.

"Pray answer a wi dow s question, Ser Hissl," requests Ellindyja fromthe stool on the dais.
"How was it that you counseled ny consort to attack the strangers?"

H ssl bows deeply. "I amnot a warrior, Lady. So | could not counsel the lord Nessil in such
fashion. | did counsel himthat the strangers might be nore fornidable than they appeared.”

"But you did not urge himto desist?"
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Hi ssl bows again. "I amneither the chief mage of Lornth"-his head inclines toward Terek-"nor
the conmander of his troops. | have expressed concerns fromthe beginning, but the chief w zard
advised nme that, since | could not prove that the strangers presented a danger, we should defer to
the wi shes of Lord Nessil, as do all good |iegenen."

"You, Chief Wzard," Ellindyja continues, "did you counsel Lord Nessil to attack the
strangers?"
"No, nmy lady. | did informhimof their presence, and I told himthat they were appeared likely

to stay."

"And that sonme were exotic wonen, | amsure."

Hissl's lips twitch

Sweat beads on Terek's forehead before he answers. "I did informhimthat several, nen and
wonen, had strange silver or red hair. | also told himthat they had arrived fromthe heavens in

iron tents and that he should proceed with care.”
"You, Ser Hissl, did you bid himproceed with caution?"
"Yes."
"Then why did he attack then®?"
"My lady," responds the balding wi zard, "we rode up in peace, but the | eader of the strangers

refused to acknow edge Lord Nessil, even when he drew his nighty bl ade."
"I see. | thank you, Ser Wzard." Ellindyja'"s voice is chill
H ssl offers a head bow to her
"Go... all of you." Sillek's face remains blank as the five troopers and the w zards wal k

quietly toward the door.

XV

NYLAN ADJUSTED THE single pair of battered goggles and then lifted the powerhead of the laser in
hi s gauntl| eted hands. The w nd bl ew through his hair, and the puffy clouds scudded qui ckly across
the sky, casting quick-noving shadows across the narrow canyon where the engi neer stood. The
chilly sumer wind carried not only the scent of evergreens, but of flowers, although Nylan could
not identify the fragrance. The starflowers had all wilted or dried up, but |ower yellow

sunfl owerli ke bl oons appeared in places, and |long stal ks that bore single blood-red bl oons jutted
fromcrevices in the rocks at the western edge of the nmeadow and from between the rocks in the
cairns.

Fifty steps down the dry gorge stood a horse harnessed to a makeshift sledge. Two mari nes-
Berlis and Weindre- waited by the horse for the cut stones that Nyl an hoped he could deliver. He
al so hoped the | aser lasted |ong enough for himto cut a | ot of stones.

He touched the power stud, and the laser flared. Nylan could al nost feel the power, like a red-
tinged white cloud, that swirled fromthe firin cells into the laser. He released the stud.

"What's the matter, ser?" asked Hul dran

"Nothing major," he lied, thinking that it was certainly nmajor when the ship's engi neer
i magi ned he could see actual energy patterns. H's head throbbed slightly with his words, and he
massaged his tenples. The effect was al nost |ike com ng out of reflex step-up

The wi nd whistled through the branches of the stunted pines farther back and higher in the
narrow gorge. He noistened his lips.

"Are you all right, ser?" The stocky bl ond Hul dran bent forward.

"I ' will be." / will be if |I can get ny thoughts together, he added to hinmself. As he | ooked
around t he gorge, he wondered whether, if he cut the stones correctly, he could also holl ow out
spaces so that the area in front of his quarrying could eventually be walled up or bricked up for
stabl es or storage or quarters.

Then he shook his head. He was getting too far ahead of hinself. The power swirl-why was it
famliar?

"Sonething . . . but nothing bothers him. . . got nerves like ice ..

He tried to push away the whispers from Windre and concentrate on the power flow Flowthat
was it! It was |ike a neuronet flow He touched the stud again, briefly, and concentrated,
ignoring the sweaty feeling of his hands and fingers within the gauntlets.

The laser flared just for a mcroinstant, but that was enough

Nyl an squared his shoul ders and studied the rock, then aimed the head al ong the chal ked | i ne.
The white-red line of invisible fire touched the Iine. Nothing happened, except that the rock felt
war mer, hotter, redder.

"Frig," Nylan nuttered under his breath, as he cut off the power again. He'd been certain that
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the laser would cut through the rock. Lasers cut everything, fromcloth to netal. Wy wouldn't
they cut rock?

Because, his engineering training pointed out, they burned through other substances, and the
rock could absorb nore heat than cloth or sheet netal, and it didn't accept the heat evenly,
ei ther.

"Probl ens, ser?" Huldran blotted the sweat oozing across her forehead.

"Some basic engineering | need to work out."

He needed to work out nore than basic engi neering.

After taking another deep breath, he triggered the | aser once nore and reached out with his
t houghts, as though he were still on the neuronet, ignoring the inpossibility of the setting, and
snoot hed the power flow. This tine, the rock began to snoke along the focal |ine of the |laser, and
a slight line slowmy etched itself along the chal k stri pe.

Nyl an depowered the |aser, and checked the power neter-half a percent gone for nothing, nothing
but a scratch on bl ack rock.

"Ser?" Hul dran stepped forward to | ook at the black stone.

"We're getting there," he lied, pushing the goggles back and wi ping his danp forehead. "It's
sl ow. Everything' s slow "

"If you say so, ser."

Coul d he narrow the focus, sonehow use the netlike effect to redirect the heat into a narrower
line? If he couldn't, the laser wasn't going to be nmuch good for stone-cutting.

Repl aci ng the goggl es, he checked to see that the head was set in the narrowest focus, then
triggered the power. As the fields built, he juggled the snoothing of the power flow and his
efforts to channel power into the thinnest |ine of energy possible. For an instant, all he got was
nmore stone-etching, then, abruptly, the lightknife sliced through the black rock

Nyl an's eyes flicked to the power nmeter-the flow was half what it should be. He stopped his-
were they imginary?-efforts to smooth the flow and felt the red-white swirl and watched the neter
needl e rise and the slicing stop. Hurriedly, he went back to his not-so-imaginary efforts to
reduce the | aser power flow fluxes, letting hinself drop into the strange pseudonet feeling that
eased the energy flows to the laser and reinforced the energy concentrations. Even though he had
no scientific explanation for the phenonenon, his efforts reduced the energy draw of the cutter by
nearly fifty percent, while cutting stone in a way he wasn't certain was possible, and he wasn't
about to turn his back on anything that effective, whether he could explain it or not.

As the tip of the | aser reached the end of the chal ked line, Nylan eased it back al ong the
second line, then along the third, before releasing the stud. He wi ped his forehead with the back
of his forearm then knelt, adjusted the powerhead, and positioned the | aser for the undercut.

Still concentrating, he powered the laser, snmoothed the flow, and drew it along the line. Then
he rel eased the stud, and, using the gauntlets he had pressed into service to protect his hands
fromrock droplets, he tried to wiggle the stone. The whol e |ine wobbl ed.

He nodded and began the cross-cuts.

When he finished those, the |line of clouds had passed, and the sun was again beati ng down on
him The first individual building stone cane away fromthe black rock easily, and Nylan sm | ed
and lifted the goggl es.

"Take 'em away, Hul dran.
and help."

Nyl an pl opped down on a | ow stone and wi ped his forehead, feeling even nore drained than when
he had ridden the Wnterl ance's net, nore drained than fromoveruse of reflex boost. H s eyes
flicked downhill. Through the narrow opening in the gorge he could see nost of the field to the
east of the tower site. Thin sprigs of green sprouted fromthe hand-furrowed rows. To the north,
where he could not see, there were |longer green |eaves fromthe field where the potatoes and ot her
root crops had been planted in hillocks.

"These are heavy," grunted Windre, staggering down to the sledge with a single block

"That's the idea," said Huldran. "W can't waste power on snmall bl ocks. Besides, bigger blocks
are harder to snmash with primtive technology. So stop conplaining and get on with carrying."

When the three had cleared out the hal f-dozen bl ocks, Nylan stood and chal ked nore |i nes,
| onger ones, and went back to work.

By the tine he had finished the next line, his knees were wobbling. He sank onto the stone
after he depowered the | aser and pushed the goggles onto his forehead.

"Dar kness-the engineer's white |ike a denmon tower." Huldran | ooked at Nylan. "Don't nove." She

The stocky blond marine notioned to Berlis and Weindre. "You two-cone

turned to Berlis and Weindre. "You can still load those blocks on the sledge. Berlis, you can | ead
the horse down the gorge and out to the tower site.”
The stocky blond nmarine | ooked at Nylan. "I'Il be right back. Just sit there."
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Nyl an coul dn't have taken a step if he'd wanted to, not without falling on his face, not the
way the gorge threatened to turn upside down around him

He sat blankly until Huldran returned and thrust a cup in front of his face. He drank, and the
swirling within his head sl owy subsided enough for himto take a small nouthful of the
concentrate-fortified sawdust called energy bread. He chewed slowy.

Ayrlyn wal ked up the gorge carrying a nmedkit, stepping around Berlis and the slowy descendi ng
horse and sl edge.

"\What happened to you? You | ook |Iike you stayed on boost too long."

Nyl an finished the nmout hful of bread. "I think |I overdid it."

"What do you nean?"

"A variation on the |law of conservation of energy and matter, or sonething like that." Nyl an
wi ped his forehead with the back of his forearm

Ayrlyn | ooked at Hul dran, who | ooked at Wi ndre. Windre shrugged.

"This place allows me to operate on sonething |ike the neuronet, and | can snooth the power
flows to the laser and focus the laser into a tighter beam That lets ne cut with about half the
power. It's not free, though."

The flame-haired forner conm of fi cer nodded. "Heavy |abor? Li ke boost?"

Nyl an nodded.

Hul dran's bl ond eyebrows knitted in puzzl erment.

"On the ship's net," Nylan tried to explain, "the fusactors supply the power to sustain the
net. It's a small draw conmpared to the total power expended by the system but it's real. This .

place ... is different. | can replicate the effect of the net-but I have to supply sone form of
power, energy- and it's just |ike working."

"That local in white ... ?" began Ayrlyn, her eyes wi dening.

"Probably sonething like that, but | don't know. " Nylan finished off the chunk of energy bread,
and took another gulp of the nutrient replacenent. "It's frustrating. | find a way to save power,

and it's limted by ny strength.”
"It's a lot faster than using a sledge and chisel to quarry the rock," pointed out Ayrlyn.

"It's slow "
"Can anyone else do it?"
"I don't know. " Nylan shrugged. "I1'd guess it's like being an engineer or a pilot or a conm

officer. If you have sone basic talents, you can learn it, but..."
"Can you use the laser again, and let me try to watch or follow?" Ayrlyn | ooked around. "You
two try also.”

Nyl an stood and stretched. "I1'll cut a few " He. used the chal k and roughed out the Iines he
needed, then picked up the powerhead. "Ready?"
"CGo ahead."

He dropped the goggles in place, touched the stud, and began to snooth the fluxes, trying to be
as gentle as possible, and realizing that the gentle efforts were nearly as effective and not
quite so draining. After the first cut, he stopped. "Well?"

"I couldn't see or feel anything,* said Windre. "No," added Hul dran

"There's a sort of darkness around you," said Ayrlyn, "and that darkness seens to focus the

whiteness-it has a hint of an ugly red-of the |laser."

Nyl an nodded. "That feels right. Do you want to try it?"

"No!" Ayrlyn's nouth dropped open after her involuntary denial. "I ... | don't quite know why
said that."

"Sonmething in you feels rather strongly. Do you have any idea why?"

"The white of the laser. It feels wong . . . really wong ... disordered ... ugly." Ayrlyn
shudder ed.

"I couldn't see anything like that," said Huldran, "but | watched the power neter, and you're
using a little less than half what's normal, except for the first fewinstances. It seens to be
cutting better than | ever saw. "

"What is this place, anyway?" asked Wi ndre. "Who knows? A different universe, naybe, where the
| aws of nature, physics, are different. Not a |lot different, or we wouldn't be surviving, but
different.” Nylan picked up the |aser again. "And if we don't get enough stone for the tower, we
won't be surviving." He disliked his own tone, perhaps because it rem nded himof Ryba's attitude.
What was happening to hin? He was seeing patterns and neuronets that couldn't be and getting ever
nmore critical of Ryba. And yet he worried about sounding like her. "You'll have to take it
slowy," insisted Ayrlyn.

"Unl ess you can find soneone el se who can do it," pointed out Huldran

"Way don't | see if | can rotate sone of the marines up here, just to see if anyone can do it-

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (30 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:16 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

or even sense what you're doing?" asked Ayrlyn.
"Fine. But there's only so much power here."
"I"l'l send them" said Ayrlyn firnmly. "Take your tine."
"Yes, nmother fow ."
"Cuck, cluck .. ."
Nyl an grinned and readjusted the goggl es. "Ready?"
"Yes, ser."
He Iifted the powerhead again.

XV

"HOW DI D PECPLE cone here?" asked Ayrlyn, noving back fromthe heat of the cook fire.

"The ol d ones?" Narliat edged toward the heat and half turned to face the redhead. "The old
ones cane a long time ago."

In the growing late twilight of early sunmer, Nylan sat behind the two, concentrating on
Narliat's speech and trying to catch the neanings of the slurred and nodified Rationalist words.

" i ke you strangers, they came fromthe skies ... not in tents of iron, but upon the backs
of iron birds ..." Narliat gestured with the healing hand, and the m ssing thunmb and forefinger
did not seemto hanper himas much as the still-splinted broken | eg.

"Were there peopl e already here?" asked the comm of ficer

"There were the druids, the people of the Great Forest, and many others ... especially those in

ot her | ands beyond Candar-"

"Candar?" asked Nyl an

"Ah, the w zard, he does speak." Narliat turned to the engineer. "Candar-that is all the |ands
that are surrounded by the oceans here, the lands of Gallos and Lornth, and Jerans, and Nacl os,
and Lydiar in the east."

"Candar is the nane of the continent," said Ayrlyn.

"It is Candar, not continent," explained Narliat. "Candar is where the old ones landed ... the
old tales claimthat the mighty iron birds took all of the plains of Analeria to |and. That is how
big they were, and their w ngs shadowed whol e towns . "

"Anal eria is the high plains region east of these nountains," added Ayrlyn, brushing flame hair
fromher eyes, still acting as a comm of ficer

" and the old ones were glad, for they had fled fromthe awesone ice | ances of the angels
of Heaven. The wi zards, the white ones, they say that you are fallen fromthe angels of Heaven. Is
that true?"

"We've certainly fallen," quipped Nylan, slowy, in what he recalled fromhis service
i ndoctrination in Rationalist dialect, "but-"

"So they were right!" Narliat's eyes widened. "You are angels. Do you freeze everyone to death
who opposes you? Are you going to freeze ne?"

"No," said Ayrlyn and Nyl an, nearly sinultaneously.

"What does our friend have to say?" Ryba, both bl ades on her hips, |ooked down at the three.

"He was telling us about the old |l egends. Sit down. If you can follow tangled Od Rat, you
mght find it interesting," suggested Ayrlyn.

Ryba eased herself onto a cut-off tree-trunk section that served as a seat. The renai nder of
the tree had been | aboriously cut into a handful of planks with the single collapsible grip saw

"She is the cherubimor a seraphim Truly, she was terrible," stanmered the |ocal arnmsman.

"Terrible?" murnured Ryba. "How delightful."

Nyl an frowned, but only cleared his throat.

"You were telling us about the old ones," pronpted Ayrlyn, "how they came to the high plains of
Anal eria on the backs of the great birds . "

"Those birds, they had feathers whiter than snow, and the tips of those feathers were |ike
mrrors, and they even turned back the sun . . . and the old ones brought with themthe know edge
of metals, and of the cold iron that turns back the fires of chaos..." Narliat paused and | ooked
up at Ryba.

Nyl an followed the local's glance, trying to picture the captain as Narliat saw her-an angul ar
face, with a regular but sharp nose and hi gh cheekbones, pale clear skin that tanned only
slightly, dom nating and penetrating green eyes, broad-shoul dered and nuscul ar w t hout being
overly stocky, and short hair that had becone so dark that it seenmed to swallow light. In fact,
she | ooked |i ke an avengi ng angel

'"The fires of chaos?" asked Ayrlyn. "What can you tell us about the fires of chaos?"
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"No wi zard am|," declared Narliat, and his eyes went to Nylan, then back to Ayrlyn. "Those who
are wi zards control the fires of chaos."

"Like the man in white?" suggested Nyl an

"Hissl? Yes, heis ... he was one of Lord Nessil's three w zards."

"He still is," added Nylan. "He escaped. Hissl did, | nean. Wat about this Nessil?"

"Lord Nessil-your seraphimkilled himwith the iron lightning she flung through him" Narli at
coughed. "He was the lord of Lornth, and Lornth clainms the Roof of the World."

"Not anynore," said Ryba

Nyl an's eyes | ooked down toward the cook fire where various small rodents had been spitted and
were being turned. The horse neat fromthe aninmals killed in the attack had been tastier than the
rodents, but not nmuch. A lot of the neat had been wasted, because they'd had no way to preserve
it. Ryba hadn't been pleased with that, Nylan reflected, not at all. Then, sone days, she didn't
seem pl eased about nuch. That hadn't changed nuch, though, not from when she'd had a sound ship
under her.

On the far side of the fire, Gerlich |eaned close to a |ithe narine-Selitra. The former weapons
of ficer, who had taken to wearing Lord Nessil's hand - and - a - half bl ade, said sonething, and
they both | aughed, but Selitra glanced si deways at Ryba, who renmi ned concentrating on Narliat.

Charred and fire-roasted rodents, mxed with the vani shing ship concentrates, were scarcely
Nyl an's idea of a good nmeal. Ayrlyn had found sone roots that resenbl ed-or were-wild onions, but
wi t hout cook pots, their culinary val ue was m ni nal

" the lords of Lornth cane out of the Westhorns here, many, nany years ago, alnost as |ong
ago as when the old ones cane in fromthe skies on their mghty birds with feathers like mrrors

"Are there any traders that cross these nountains?" interrupted Nyl an

"Traders?" asked Fierral from behind Nyl an

"We've got sone |ocal coin now, and sone jewelry, and a bunch of blades. W could buy a few
things-1i ke sl edges or wedges, cook pots. Mst traders don't care about politics.” Nylan cleared
his throat. "Maybe other things."

"But... to trade with the angels . . . who would dare?" declained Narliat.

Nyl an suspected that, had it not been for the stories, there night already have been traders,
or some travelers, on the high road that crossed the nountains and ran below the ridge that |ed up
to the high neadow.

"Anyone who wants coins," suggested Ryba.

Narliat | ooked bl ank, and Ayrlyn transl at ed.

The arnsman grinned. "Skiodra."

"I's he a trader?"

"That is what he calls hinself, but he is a thief, and his guards carry bl ades that are often
in need of sharpening."

" Shar peni ng?" Fierral's red hair glinted as she shook her head.

"They get nicked when they fight," said Ryba dryly. "How do we find this Skiodra?"

"He will find you if you fly the trade banner."

"We don't have a pole or a trade banner," pointed out Ayrlyn.

"Pol es we can nmeke," said Nylan, turning toward Narliat. "Wat does a trade banner | ook |ike?"

"A trade banner." The arnsman shrugged. "It is a white banner with a dark square in the
m ddle. "

"We can put sonething like that together,™

"Wth what?" asked Ayrlyn. "I didn't notice such things as needles or thread in the surviva
paks. "

"There are sone needles in the nedical kits-for sutures," said Ryba.
Nyl an frowned, wondering why Ryba was so fanmiliar with the nedical kits. That hadn't been her

training at all. Then again, as captain, she'd | ooked at everything. He'd been nostly involved in
solving the shelter problem
"We' || al so have to make a show of feree when this Skiodra shows up."

Ayrlyn translated for Narliat.

"Skiodra is very polite if you are strong." The armsman shrugged. "If not, you becone sl aves,
and he sells you to the traders from Hanor. That happened to a cousin of Menmsenn's. She lived on a
farm out side of Dellash. One day Skiodra passed by, and when her consort cane home, she was gone
He chased Skiodra's nen, and they killed him"

"Not a pleasant fellow " Fierral's fingers went to her sidearm

"I don't think any of Candar is what we'd term peaceful," said Ryba. "The only way to ensure
peace is through strength."”

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (32 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

"That was what Lord Nessil said. But. . . nowthat he is dead, it may be that the Jeranyi wll
march, or the Suthyans." Narliat edged closer to the fire, then | ooked at the angels around him
"Truly, you are people of the winter. |Is Heaven col d?"

"Col der than Candar, even than here," replied Ayrlyn, "except naybe in winter."

Across the fire, Gerlich and Selitra stood and eased away into the shadows, hand in hand.

Ryba and Nyl an exchanged | ooks.

Ayrlyn snorted. "Poor woman. Thinks she's special."

"I'"ve warned them" added Fierral, "but it does get lonely."

"I would nake you less lonely ..." volunteered Narliat.

Fierral shot a look at Narliat, who i nmedi ately gl anced at the darkness beyond the fire.

"He's learning Tenple fast," |aughed Ayrlyn. "Even if it's not that different fromAnglorat."

"Too fast," said Fierral

"Supper's ready," called Saryn. "Such as it is."

At the call of supper, even Cerlich and Selitra reappeared, no longer quite hand in hand.

Nyl an foll owed the others, getting his hel ping of nush and chunk of bl ackened rodent, as well
as a few berries and a chunk of wild onion. The roughly circular wooden platter was the result of
a col |l aboration between sone of the marines and Narliat.

He sat farther fromthe fire, on a boul der overl ooking the |anders, using his fingers and a
crudely carved spoon he had made. The slightly charred rodent was tastier than the nush, but he
ate both, and washed them down with water fromthe plastic cup he had clainmed and kept.

Beside him Ryba ate, equally silent.

After he finished, Nylan stood. "I'mgoing to rinse this off, and rack it, and wash up. Then
I'"mgoing to coll apse. ™
"Wait for me." Ryba finished her |ast nouthful of nush. "I won't be too long. | have to check

with Fierral to make sure the sentries are set."

"Al'l right." Nylan wal ked over to the side branch of the stream diverted for the purpose of
washi ng, and rinsed off the wooden platter, then used the scattering of fine sand to wash his
hands. After that he rinsed them and splashed off his face.

"Next," said a voice.

He | ooked up to see Ayrlyn standing there. "Sorry." He stood and noved away fromthe stream

She sniled. "You don't have to be."

"You're doing well with Narliat."

"He figures he'd better do well. He doesn't have anywhere el se to go. Besides, he likes the
ratio of men to wonen."
"Has anyone .. . ?"

"Ri ght now, Ryba would have their heads, but that won't |ast. She probably knows that, too. She
t hi nks of everything." Ayrlyn paused. "Just be careful, Nylan. She uses everyone."

He nodded, hoping the darkness woul d cover his lack of enthusiasm

Ayrlyn bent to rinse her platter, and Nylan wal ked to the | ander, passing a pair of marines on
the way. One was Hul dran, the stocky bl ond who hel ped with stone-cutting; the other a solid
brunette whose nane he had not | earned.

"Eveni ng, ser."

"Good evening, Huldran. Are you on sentry duty?"

"Not tonight. Not tonight."

Once in the forward area of the lander, Nylan pulled off his boots. Then he sat in the darkness
for a tine barefooted, before he pulled off the shipsuit that, despite careful washing, was
getting both frayed and stai ned.

Wien Ryba still did not appear, he finally stretched out, folding the cover back to just above
his waist. Hs shoulders and his forearns ached, and his feet hurt. He al so worri ed about Ryba-
their relationship. Alot of the time she was di stant, commandi ng, just l|ike he inagined an
antique nomad-1iege of Sybra. O course, that was her heritage, and Candar seenmed to reinforce
those traits.

In the distance, he could hear |aughter, but could not recognize the voices.

As his eyes began to close, he heard footsteps on the hard floor of the |ander, and he propped
hinself up on his elbow. "I told you |l wouldn't be long." Slowy, Ryba slipped out of her boots,
and then out of the shipsuit, and eased under the thin cover. Her |ips were cool, but found his,
and her skin was like satin against him

Lat er-nuch, nuch later-they eased apart, although Ryba's hand held his for a nonent.

"Don't go away." Ryba rolled away fromNylan. "I'Il be back in a nonent."

"Where would | go?"

She ruffled his hair slightly and pulled on her shipsuit over her naked body, thrusting her
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bare feet into her shipboots- boots that were beginning to wear, as were everyone's.
Nyl an wondered absently if traders had boots, or if footwear would becone yet another problem

He | eaned back on the couch, letting the cool air fromthe door waft over him Sometinmes ... on
the one hand, Ryba was a good | eader, captain, whatever, and she was receptive, sonetines
aggressive in sex ... and yet... he sonetines felt nore |like an object than a person.

H s eyes closed. It had been a I ong day, as were they all, and he.was barely aware when Ryba

returned, slipping off her suit and |ying beside himunder the thin blanket that was al nost too
hot .

XVI

THE SUN HAD barely cleared the trees on the eastern side of the sheer drop-off at the base of the
meadow when Nylan | aid the endurasteel brace and the crowbarlike |ocal blade beside one of Ryba's
Sybran bl ades. Beneath the bl ades was a crude quench trough, half-filled with water and the
hydraulic oil for which there was really no other use-not for centuries, probably.

Then the engi neer wal ked around the worki ng space outside the base of the unfinished tower
construction. Should he consider a dry noat as well? He shook his head. Half the year or nore a
moat woul d be a bug-filled ness, and the other half the high snows would render it usel ess.

"Stop spacing out. Get on with it," he muttered, turning to the firmcells. The power bank was
down to twenty percent, and the systemwouldn't work at |levels below twelve. H s eyes went to the
windmll, which turned in the lighter norning breeze. The cell being charged was over eighty
percent. Another day might find it at ninety percent if the wind picked up, if...

Nyl an | aughed ruefully. Far less than a day of continuous heavy | aser usage woul d di scharge one
bank of cells, and it would take nearly half a |ocal season to recharge the individual cells in
just one of the four banks they had brought down fromthe Wnterlance. The nore he tightened the
beam and the shorter the energy pul se, though, the less the effective power drain, and that neant
some things were | ess power-intensive. Darkness knew he'd better find | ess power-intensive ways to
use the | aser.

Wth alittle nore than half the stone for the tower cut, he'd exhausted two banks and nost of
the third. The energency charger had recharged three cells, but each bank held ten. Still ... he
had gotten nmore proficient with managing the |laser's power flows, and each row of stones took a
shade | ess power. Also, the cut edges and |l eftover chunks could be used, perhaps for the |ess
exposed inside walls.

Terwhit... terwhit. The call of one of the birds-a green and brown scavenger-drifted across the
hi gh neadow from beyond the field, along with the snoke fromthe snall cook fire.

The engi neer studied the curves of the Sybran bl ade again, with his eyes, senses, and fingers,
frowning as his senses touched a slight inperfection in the hilt. Then he grinned. Wwo was he
decei ving? He was no bladesnmith, just a dunmb engineer trying to figure out howto counterfeit a
wor kabl e sword while no one was around to second-guess himif his idea didn't work-using
questi onabl e techniques in an even nore questionabl e environnent.

Terwhit. Wth a rustle of feathers, the small greenish-brown bird flitted froma tw sted pine
in the higher rocks behind the partly built tower toward the firs in the | ower southwest corner of
t he hi gh neadow.

Nyl an ran his fingers over the Sybran bl ade again, then picked up the endurasteel brace he had
unbolted fromone of the |anders. Again, he forced hinself to feel the netal. It also had severa
i nperfections hidden from si ght-Heaven-based quality control or not.

Finally, he powered up the firin cell bank, pulled on the goggles and the gauntlets, and picked
up the heavy brace. After readjusting the laser, he pulsed the beam slowy cutting al ong what
felt like the grain of the netal. He pursed his lips, considering the apparent idiocy of what he
did- guiding a laser with a sense of feel he could not even define to create an anti que bl ade out
of a brace froma high-tech spaceship | ander

The heavy tinted goggles protected his eyes, although he realized that he wasn't using his
vi sion, but that sense of feel, a sense that sonehow seened to break everything into degrees of
sonet hi ng. What that sonething was and how he woul d categorize it were nore questions he couldn't
answer .

He didn't try, instead releasing the power stud and letting his senses check the cut and the
met al -whi ch felt rough, al nost disordered.

Wth another deep breath, he flicked on the |aser and spread the beam for a wi der heat fl ow,
using his senses and the power fromthe |aser to shape and order the edge of the blade, trying to
replicate sonething like the feel of the . Sybran bl ade.
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After the second pass, he unpowered the [ aser and pushed back the goggles, wi ping his forehead.
Then he bent and picked up the plastic cup, swallowed the last of the water in it, and set the
enpty cup back on the ground beside the cell bank where the power cable wouldn't hit it.

One of the nmarines-Istril-sat atop one of the rocky | edges and wat ched as he readjusted the
goggl es and studi ed the nodel bl ade again.

Once nore, he picked up the nmetal that had been a brace and triggered the laser, shifting his
grip, and trying to ensure that his gauntlets were well away fromthe ordered |ine of powered
chaos enmanating fromthe powerhead.

After his first rough effort at shaping the blade, he turned to the curved hand guards and
tang. As he shaped the netal, he tried to smboth it, just as he once had snoothed power fl uxes
through the Wnterlance's neuronet. \Wen the rough shape was conpl eted, he unpowered the | aser and
checked the cells-a drop of less than one percent so far. Not too bad for a first try.

He pushed back the goggles and blotted the area around his eyes, then studied the blank bl ade
Even with one rough cut, the shape | ooked better than the |ocal netal crowbars.

He could feel Istril's eyes on him but he did not |look toward the rocks. The snoke fromthe
cook fire was nore pronounced, as was the hum of people talking. He did not |ook toward the
| anders, either. Instead, he inhal ed, then exhal ed deeply and replaced the goggles and lifted the
| aser.

Trying not to feel like an idiot, he triggered the |laser and conti nued to use his nental
netli ke sense and the power of the laser to work the netal, alnost to snpboth the grains into an
ordered pattern while trying to create the equivalent of a razor edge on both sides of the bl ade

By the tinme he finished with the laser, not that long it seened, sweat poured down his
forehead, out and around the goggles, and his knees trenbled. Done with the |aser, he set the
power head down and waited as the nmetal cooled toward the col or of straw.

The oil - and - water mixture in the crude trough felt right, but whether it was . .. tine
would tell. Using the nodified space gauntlets, he swirled the mixture in the trough and eased the
blade into it, letting his new sense guide the tenpering-or retenpering. Then he laid the blade on
the sheltered sunny side of the black boul der where it would conplete cooling nore slowy.

He set aside the goggles and checked the power neters- a drop of one percent, naybe a little
nore. He nodded. He coul d make sonething that |ooked |ike a blade, but was it any good?

As he saw Ryba's broad-shoul dered figure striding grimy toward him he offered hinself a
smle. He'd get one opinion all right-and soon.

"Why did you take ny blade? It had to be you. No one el se woul d-"

Nyl an held up a hand to stop her. "lI'mguilty. | didn't hurt it. | needed a nodel, and | didn't
want to feel like a fool."

"Model for what?"

Hi s eyes turned toward the flat rock where his effort rested.

"Dar kness! How did you do that?"

"Art, laser, dunb luck-all of the above. Don't touch it; it's still hot enough to burn your
skin, and | don't knowif it will work. It looks right; it feels right, but I'mno swordsman. It
could shatter the minute it's used. | don't think so, but it could."

Ryba stepped up to the blade and | ooked down at the slight curves of the deep black netal.
"It's beautiful."

"Technol ogy helps," Nylan adnmitted. "But | don't knowif it will even work. It could break
apart at the first blow "

"I don't think it will." Ryba looked at him "It looks like it will last forever."
"It doesn't matter what it looks like. It's howit feels and lasts."
She studi ed the blade again. "I need to teach you nore about using blades. It would be a shane

for soneone who can create this not to be able to use it well."

"You don't even know if it's right."

Ryba's dark green eyes nmet his. "About sone things, | can tell."

Nyl an shrugged.

"How many of these can you nmake?"

"Over tinme, enough for everyone, and probably a few nore. |1'd guess a little |l ess than a two-
percent charge on the bank for each. But | don't want to do that many until we've got enough stone
for the tower."

"We need both."

"It will take nore than half a season with the portable generator to fully charge a whol e bank
of cells. W' ve gone through nearly three banks, and that only | eaves one that's conpletely full.
We' || probably have the first recharged before we finish the tower. | haven't done the math, but |
could probably forge ten blades on a depleted bank if | recharged two cells. But | need a base
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| oad of twenty percent for stone-cutting."”

"You' ve got piles of cut stone here," pointed out Ryba.

"It's not enough.” He shrugged. "Right now, the nortar's the problem but | think |'ve got that
set."

"That's a terrible pun.”

"Didn't nmean it that way."

The former captain |ooked at the snooth and sheer black stone wall that rose nearly tw ce her
hei ght, then at the square door frane whose base stood nearly her height above the visible base of
the tower. "You're building a denbn-dammed nonunent. "

"Way are you letting ne? Could it be that I'mright?"

Ryba | aughed. "The others | ook at this, and they all see that it can be done, and that we're
here to stay. Nothing | say is as effective as your killing yourself. They all see how you drive
yourself. But is everything that you' ve planned really necessary?"

Nyl an pointed to Freyja-the ice-needl e peak that towered above the unfinished tower, above the
ot her mountains. "You can tell fromthe ice on those peaks that the winter is as cold, if not
colder, than northern Sybra. Also, a tower isn't enough. W need stables, and next year, we'l]l
need nore storehouses, and workroons for all the crafts we'll need to develop, and we'll have to
defend themall. 1'lIl end up cannibalizing the |anders for netal and everything el se, because
that's easier than trying to develop iron-working fromscratch or than trading for it. Once we run
t hrough the plunder, what can we use to buy goods? O food? | certainly haven't seen traders
galloping to find us. Al so, there's going to be a gap between when we | ose all high technol ogy and
when we can nmaster | ower technol ogy.”

Ryba | ooked at the bl ade. "What gap?"

"I't would take ne days to forge a blade |ike that with coal or charcoal and hamrers. Maybe

Il onger, and that's if | knew what to do. That's if | had an anvil, if | could find iron ore, if.
." He snorted. "How long will the emergency generator and the charging systemlast? Maybe a | oca
year... and it might quit in the next eight-day."

"Then you'd better do at |east a few bl ades, and others, as you can fit themin. W' re going to
need them | hope not soon, but we will."

Nyl an wi ped his forehead. "I'Il try to balance things. Has anyone heard anything about this so-
called bandit trader? Can't we get sonething from hinf? Big cook pots, even cutlery?"

"I'"mworking on a list. Wat do you think we really need?"

"Some heavy cloth, wool maybe, and sonething like scissors, to cut it, thread and needl es.
We're not equi pped for winter. There were-what?-two col d-weather suits in the paks? Any dried or

stored food we can buy. Wat about sonething |like chickens ... for eggs? The concentrates m ght
last until md-winter. Salt. Some of that stuff Gerlich kills could be dried and salted. Ch ... |
need to figure out how. .. never nind . "

"What ?"

"I"lIl use the laser to glaze it. That will nake cleaning it easy."

"What ?" repeated Ryba.

"The water reservoir, cistern, whatever you want to call it. I'd like it to be on the second
level in the center, but |I don't knowif | can work that. | still haven't quite figured out piping
or a reservoir near the head of the spring. W'll run hidden piping, |like a siphon, so we can have

sone continuous water flowin winter or if we get besieged ..
"You are a pessimst."

"Arealist.”

"Probably," she admtted. "What if the | aser goes?"

"There are two spare powerheads and a spare cable. | can use the weapons head, if | have to,
but the power loss is enormous, and that night not work at all. If it goes now, we do it the hard
way, and not nearly so well, and people die. If it lasts into winter, then | should have the
basi cs done"

"Dreaner."

Nyl an grinned ruefully.

"Go get sonething to eat." Ryba notioned to Istril, who had edged down t he rocks, and who
hurried up in response to Ryba's preenptory gesture. "Istril . . . would you watch this equi pnent

whil e the engineer eats? Don't touch it, and don't et anyone else, either." Ryba pointed to the
bl ade that Nyl an had used as a guide. "Use that if you have to."

"Yes, ser." Istril's eyes flickered to the.black blade on the stone. "You rmade ... that..
ser?"

"I tried," conceded Nyl an.

"It's beautiful... sonetinme ... could you forge ne one?"

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (36 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

"I'stril should get one of the first ones."

Nyl an sighed and nodded at the slight silver-haired marine. "It's cool now. Pick it up and see
if it's half as good as it |ooks."

"You nean it?"

Ryba and Nyl an nodded.

Istril touched the hilt-designed to be wapped in leather-and slowy lifted the bl ade. She
stepped back and lowered it, then sniled.

"I's it tough enough?" Nylan asked. "Bend it or sonething."

Ryba lifted her blade. "Just blade to bl ade."

Nyl an watched as they fenced, the silvery netal of the Sybran blade glittering against the
bl ack of his.

After a time, they both |owered their weapons, and Ryba wi ped her forehead. A nonent later, so
did Istril.

"I think it mght be better than mine," said Ryba, "at least in blade work. It night not be
bal anced right for throw ng."

"It's beautiful," said Istril.

Ryba | ooked at Nyl an

He nodded at Istril. "It's not perfect, but you may have it. The hilt needs to be wapped."
"It's too good for me."

"Then you'll have to get better for it," said Ryba. "In return for the blade, you'll have to

teach the engi neer how to use one."
"Can | start now?"
"After | eat, and only for a little," said Nylan. "W've still got a tower to build."

XVI |

"1 WAS NOT exactly armused by your reference to the chief wizard the other day before Lord Sillek,"
begi ns Ter ek.

"You are the chief wzard," points out Hissl calmy, "and | only spoke the truth. To have done
otherwise . . ." He shrugs.

"There is truth, and there is truth," says Terek slowy, shifting his bulk as he anbles toward
the table with the screeing glass upon it.

H ssl remains silent.

"Let us see if you can find anything which nmay inpinge upon these . . . fallen angels. For if
sonet hi ng does not, sooner or later we will be called to help avenge Lord Nessil's death."

"The | onger before we ride to the Roof of the Wirld, the better."

"I would prefer never to ride there," replies Terek

H ssl concentrates. The white mists part, and a half-built tower appears, a tower whose walls
seem as snooth as glass and as dark as winter water unruffled by wind. A silver-haired nan
struggles to position a long slab of stone to formthe top step in a wi de stone staircase.

"Great wizardry . . ." nunbles Hissl, the sweat beading on his forehead fromthe effort to
mai ntai n the inmage.

"I't would take a score of scores to take that tower even now with the weapons they have." Terek
paces away fromthe table. "Those stones seem steeped in order."

"Could you not fire it?" Hissl relaxes, and the inmge fades.

"Now but what if they roof it with split slate? It would be two or three eight-days before Lord
Sillek could assenble a force and ride there. Can you see Lord Sillek building siege engines upon
t he Roof of the World?"

"He could," suggests Hissl. "Anything is possible for a great lord."

"You are so dense. What would Lord Il dyrom be doing once he discovered Lord Sillek and his
engi neers and nost of his armsmen were upon the Roof of the World?"

"So Lord Sillek |eaves themalone? Is that so bad? It's only good for sumer pasture anyway,
if. that. What does he | ose?"

"Honor ... face. W told Lord Nessil about the strangers. |If his son and heir cannot defeat
them what do you think he will do to us? And it will be us, not just me, Hissl." Hissl pulls at
his chin. "It could be a cold winter."

"In irons below the castle, your hands and arms woul d be burned apart-if you |l asted that |ong."
Terek glances at the glass. "See if you can find anything el se.™

"What ?"

"Anyt hing. "
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H ssl concentrates once nore, and a band of riders now appear in the screeing glass, with one
of the lead riders bearing a white banner with a dark square in its center.

"Traders ..." nused Terek. "Alnost arned |ike bandits.™

"Ski odra, probably . " nmuttered Hissl, the sweat beading nore heavily on his forehead with
the effort of holding the second i nage.

"Can you open it a little nore?"

Hi ssl concentrates, and nore sweat pours off his forehead, even as the nmists widen to revea
dark pines and rocks, and a needl e peak in the background.

"It looks like the Westhorns, along the high road toward the Roof of the World." Terek smles.
"Skiodra is just the type to steal what he can and destroy the rest. He only trades when he has to
."The chief w zard rubs his hands together

"What if he trades them weapons?" Hissl releases the inage and blots his forehead.

Terek frowns and stops rubbing his hands. "That's not the problem They have weapons. They have
nmor e weapons than they have soldiers, if that's what those wonmen in dark gray are. What if they
trade weapons for goods? Even a poor sword is worth half a gold."

"You said Skiodra is not nmuch better than a bandit:"

"Let us hope he is an effective bandit-a very effective bandit."

H ssl nods, but his eyes drop to the gl ass.

XV

NYLAN STUDI ED THE staircase again, considering the wisdomof such a massive central pedestal. He'd
had five purposes in mnd-to provide a central support for the square tower, to nmake fl ooring each
| evel easy, to provide an interior storage space, to allow for firmstone steps, to provide for
chimeys, and to provide an interior air tunnel for ventilation. Al that was well and good, but
its construction had sl owed that of the tower wall, still only slightly above the second |evel.

He put his foot on the nearest brace, wiggled it gently. Because Nylan had no really accurate
way of calculating |oads, he was estimating and feeling the bracing, setting the stripped | ogs
that formed the bracing for the floors only about three handspans apart.

"Cessya, this isn't solid on the outside."

"Weblya is bringing up sone wedges now. Then we'll nortar it in place." Using the crude tripod
crane, Cessya and anot her narine eased another tinber toward the stone-lined slots.
"Frig! It's still too big. Needs nore trinmng."

As the big roan bearing Ryba neared the tower, Nylan stepped away fromthe |long flat section of
stone that would anchor the next section of the staircase and started down the stone stairs.

Ryba had tied the roan's reins around one of the larger building stones when Nyl an net her. She
now carried one of the Sybran bl ades and the second bl ade Nyl an had forged in the other Sybran
scabbard-as well as the bol stered sl ug-thrower.

Nothing |ike a wal king arnmory, he reflected. "Were have you been?"

"I'"ve been checking out the approaches fromthe west. W're better protected than | thought.
You can't get here except by coming up the ridge. | stopped to see how you were com ng before | go
check out the road. There still haven't been any signs of travel ers-just scouts fromLornth."

"How do you know?"

"They wear purple. Subtleness isn't exactly ingrained in the local culture." Ryba started up
the steps. "Let's see how things are going."

"Not bad, actually."

When they reached the spot where Nyl an had been working, he glanced down toward the fields and
t he meadows that surrounded them now dotted with the small sunflowers. A silver-haired nmarine
weeding in the field suddenly dropped her hoe and dashed across the ditch, where she vonited.

"Ryba? Did you see that?"

"What ?"
"Look down there. She |ooks sick." The engi neer pointed.
"That's Siret. She's sick, but it's not an illness. | suspect her contraceptives have worn off-

if she's been taking themat all."
"I haven't seen Gerlich with her." Nylan didn't think the thoughtful silver-haired marine was
the type to go for Gerlich.
"Who' s been | ooki ng?" Ryba shrugged.
"You did nake a point about stud value with him"
"That's true." Ryba half laughed. "You'd think you were building this tower to stand forever."
"I figure that it will be a generation before anyone can expand on what we build. If they're
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prosperous, fine. If not, this buys themtine."

"Assum ng we can finish it."

"We coul d roof what we have now and get better shelter than the |anders.”

"You're tal king four |evels?"

"Six. We've al nost cut enough stone for five on the outside walls, and | could do the inside
wall's with mortar and uncut stones if necessary."

"What about heat ?"

"I"'mthinking about a crude furnace. But that's the reason for a tower w th an underground
foundati on, except we'll cover part of the lower level with stone and soil on the outside. Heat
rises, and that's going to be inportant in the kind of winter we have here."

Ryba shook her head. "You'd better hope the |aser holds out. O that you learn to forge with
|l ocal materials." She paused. "lIs there any way you coul d shape those | ocal blades into sonething
better? That wouldn't take as nuch power as cutting and forming themfromthe |ander braces, would
it?"

"I don't know. Do you want ne to try?"

"Let me think about it. How many of those killer blades have you done?"

"Three so far."

Ryba gl anced toward the ridges where Nylan had quarried the black stone. "W're going to need

nore. Denon-damm, we'll need nore of everything."
"I know. "
"\What about the stable?”
"We can't do everything. |'ve been cutting the stone so the space could be used for storage, or

for stables. The overhead woul d be | ow "

"Qutside of spacecraft, Nylan, they' re called ceilings." Ryba |aughed.

"I mght get used to it soneday." He cleared his throat, then shrugged his shoul ders, trying to
| oosen them "Back to work."

The sound of hooves echoed fromthe west, and Ryba glanced toward the top of the ridge and the
approaching rider. "Kadran's in a hurry. W've got close to enough nmounts, but not nearly enough
peopl e who know how to ride."

"Most of us were raised to ride ships, not horses."

"Look where it got you."

Nyl an grinned ruefully. Sonetinmes, he really wondered about Ryba. She was planning to build a
culture, a kingdom as a matter of fact, w thout even a | ook back. She'd killed one marine and
threatened to cripple Gerlich. At the sane time, Nylan didn't see that much of an alternative, not
when everyone seened to respond only to force.

He noistened his lips. For all Ryba's apparent indifference to the past, the engineer stil
couldn't help wondering about his famly, his sister Karista, and his nother. They'd all be told
he was dead, and he wi shed they knew he was alive. He shrugged to hinself. Assuming they were in
anot her universe, was it better for themto think of himas dead? No, but there wasn't a thing he
could do about it.

Ryba had already left the tower to wait for Kadran. Like all the marines, Kadran was ful
Sybran-bi g and tough

Nyl an | ooked up the unconpleted staircase, then turned and followed Ryba. He'd like to know
what was happeni ng, and Hul dran woul d ask.

"There's a bunch with a trading flag riding up toward our banner,
up. "They've got a | ot of weapons show ng."

"That's probably wise in this culture,” said the captain. "W'd better respond in kind."

"Ser?" asked Kadran.

"You find Fierral, and have her get all of you ready for another attack. It shouldn't conme to
that, but our local friend says some of these traders will take everything you have if you're not
t ough.

"Tell Istril to come with me, and get Cerlich and have himwear that big crowbar he's so fond
of . And have Ayrlyn and Narliat cone." Ryba turned to Nylan. "You, too. That will make three and
three. "

"I wouldn't know how to swing one of those things. |I've had maybe three | essons, and Istri
died laughing the first tinme," protested Nyl an.

"Strap on a pistol and the blade. The locals don't see the slug-throwers as weapons. W need to
get noving. Meet ne over by those rocks as quickly as you can. | need to gather up the coin and
jewelry we've got, and sone of those crowbars that pass for blades." Ryba untied the reins and
vaulted into the saddl e of the roan

As Ryba and Kadran rode off, Nylan shouted up into the unfinished structure. "Huldran! Cessya!

announced Kadran as she rode
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Webl ya! W' ve got conpany. Drop what you're doing, and formup with Fierral."

"\Where, ser?"

"Up by those rocks, | think. On the double!"

Hul dran | aughed. "That's Svenni sh. ' Doubl e-quick' is narine."

"Doubl e-qui ck, then."

Nyl an began to half wal k, half run toward the |ander that held his sidearmand the bl ade he had
fornmed and did not still know how to use.

By the time he had reclained his gear and spl ashed water on his face and hands to get rid of
the worst of the dirt and grinme, and hurried up to the neeting point, Fierral and two others
wat ched fromthe top of the western | edge, the weapons | aser ready.

Nyl an hoped they didn't have to use it. He fingered the pocket torch he had gotten fromthe
| ander, wondering if such a sinple itemwould be useful, but he wanted sonething that woul d

suggest power that didn't involve hurting or killing anyone el se.

The remai ni ng sixteen marines-all wearing sidearns- were deployed in two groups, each group
with a clear field of fire. Kyseen, her face white, and her leg still in a heavy splint, sat on a
boul der at one end of the rocks with the easternnost group

The traders, dressed in half-open quilted jackets and cl oaks, had halted downhill fromthe
tradi ng banner.

Ryba gl anced around the group, all in thin uniforms or shipsuits, some still sweating from
their haste. "Before we start... the one thing we don't trade is any of our weapons- or the new
bl ades Nyl an has forged."

"Those blades ... they are worth golds ... many golds," suggested Narliat.

"They'l|l cost us far nore than that if the locals get their hands on them W can trade any of
the captured bl ades, but that's it."

"How nuch are those arnmsnen's bl ades worth?" Nyl an asked Narli at.

"What ever Skiodra will pay." Nylan gave the smaller man a sharp | ook. Narliat stepped back a
pace, then stamrered. "That is true, but the worst of them would have cost Lord Nessil nearly a
gold.™

"Good. That should help."

"Let's go. We'll leave our pile of trading goods here." Ryba fingered the | eather pouch at her
wai st that contained alnost all their |ocal coins.

The six wal ked slowy down to the banner. "Were do we stop?" Ayrlyn hissed to Narliat. Her
eyes flashed bl ue.

"A dozen paces this side.”

As the six angels stopped, eight of the traders stepped forward, |eaving perhaps a dozen nen
with the horses and the four carts.

The traders stopped on the far side of the banner. For a nonent, the only sound was that of the
wi nd, and the faintest dink of harness chains fromthe traders' cart horses below After another
monent, the biggest trader, wearing a huge blade |ike the one Gerlich bore, and a breastplate,
st epped forward anot her two paces. "l am Skiodra," he declaimed in A d Anglorat wi th an unknown
accent so thick that Nylan could barely follow the sinple declaration. "You wish to trade?"
Skiodra inclined his head to Gerlich, the biggest man in the angel group

Before Gerlich could speak, Nylan stepped forward and smled politely at the bandit-trader
"Yes." Then he gestured to Ryba. "This is Ryba . . ." He groped for the Add Anglo-rat word, and
added, "Qur marshal ... |eader."

Ski odra squinted slightly. One of the traders behind Skiodra, with a bushy blond beard, grinned
broadly.

"And you do not | et anyone el se do the speaki ng, O Mage?"

Mage? Nyl an certainly hadn't thought of hinmself as a nmage, especially with a blade in an ill-
fitting scabbard strapped around his waist.

"Pardon ..." Narliat cleared his throat and | ooked at Ayrlyn and then Nyl an

Nyl an nodded.

Skiodra's eyes flicked to the splint on Narliat's leg and to the ruined hand. The bl ond nman
behi nd hi mcontinued to grin.

"Honored Skiodra," began the armsnman from Lornth, "best you and your men tread lightly with
your laughter. Lord Nessil did not, and he lies under a pile of rocks above the cliff. Even his
wi zard could not save him The ... marshal"-he struggled with the unfamliar word-"hurl ed one of
those angel bl ades through his breastplate. Never in ny years as an arnsnman, never have | seen
anything nore terrible.”

"You may not have seen nuch," suggested Skiodra, before |ooking past Narliat to Nylan and then
Gerlich. "Can she not speak for hersel f?"
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"lI... speak..." answered Ryba in Anglorat, "but not your words well."

"How do we know you speak the truth?" asked Skiodra. "This . . . mnion . . . speaks well, but
fine words are not truth. Nor do they buy goods."

"Does that nmatter?" asked Nylan. "You are traders. W would trade. If you insist..." He

shrugged and turned to Gerlich. "Take out that crowbar, slowy, and showit to him..."

A thin trader with a scar on his face and a mail vest showi ng through a tattered tunic scow ed
at the word "crowbar."

As Cerlich extended the hand - and - a - half blade, Skiodra's eyes w dened.

"That... it is a great blade," he admtted.

"Put it away," commanded Ryba. "Just be ready." Wthout letting her eyes |eave Skiodra, she
said in an even voice to Nylan, "Tell himthat he's dead neat if he tries anything funny, but that

we can probably make himsone credits or whatever they call it."
"You understand that, Narliat?" asked Nyl an.
"Yes, ser." Narliat cleared his throat. "Most skillful trader . . . you have seen Lord Nessil's

great blade. Lord Nessil cane here with threescore arnsnen. A dozen or |ess escaped with their
lives . "

"Way do you speak for then"

Narliat |ooked down at the splint and raised his ruined hand. "Wat else would you have ne do?
They are angels, and who with wits would cross then?"

"I see no angels."

Ryba stepped back and rai sed her hand.

Hhsssttt!

A single flare of light flashed, and the top of the pole and the tradi ng banner that had fl own
fromit vanished. A few ash fragnents drifted down around the Candarian traders.

Nylan tried not to wince at the power used in that quick burst.

Narliat gulped, but cleared his throat. "I did say they were angels."

Ski odra managed to keep his face calm "Wy would angel s trade?"

"We could not bring everything we need with us,"” answered Nylan haltingly. "Do you not buy food
when you travel ?"

"You only want food?"

"Or sonething that provides food, |ike chickens."

"The great Skiodra does not deal in chickens, |ike some coomon . . . peasant. .."

"Let himoffer what he has," suggested Ayrlyn. "Don't ask for anything."

Narliat glanced at Ryba, then Nylan. They nodded at Narli at.

"Nobl e Skiodra ... since ny masters know not what you m ght have to offer, it mght be best for
you to show what you have."

"You m ght best do the sane."

Narliat |ooked to Nylan, who nodded agai n.

"W will bring some goods,"” answered Narli at.

Skiodra lifted his hand, and the four carts began to wind their way up fromthe road at the
bottom of the ridge.

Ryba turned and gestured. Four armed marines nmoved toward the piles of supplies near the top of
the ridge.

Nyl an | ooked westward to the darkening clouds that promised the first real rain since they had
| anded.

The first cart held barrels.

"That -t he orange one," explained Narliat, "that is dried fruit from Kyphros. The white ones are
flour. The seal neans it was nmilled in Certis . "

"How much do they - generally run?" asked Ayrlyn.

Narliat glanced nervously fromthe redheaded conm of ficer to Skiodra, who cleared his throat.

Ryba put her hand on the hilt of the blade Nyl an had | aser-forged.

"Uh ... | couldn't be saying, ser, not exactly, since it'd depend on when Skiodra bought them
and where."

"Three silvers for the flour and a five for the fruit," said Skiodra.

Narliat's eyes w dened.

Nyl an snorted. "That's about triple what the trader paid for them"

"You wish to travel to Kyphros to get them for yoursel f?" asked Ski odra.

"Excuse ne," said Nylan. "Four tines what he paid. Maybe five."

The slightest nod fromNarliat confirned his revised guess.

"So, the noble trader paid-what?-half a silver for each barrel of flour, and he wants three.
Six times ... that's nice if you can get it." Nylan | aughed

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (41 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

"Ah ... ny friend ... how would you pay for the feed for all those horses and nmen? It is not
cheap to travel the Westhorns-and the flour, it came fromCertis, and those fields are on the
ot her side of the Easthorns . "

The engi neer repressed a sigh. A long afternoon |ay ahead, and the air was getting noister with
the comng of the storm "A half silver a barrel for your expenses, for each two barrels, | could
see," he added. "That would be nore ..."-he groped for the word-"fair."

"Fair? That would be ruin," declared Skiodra. "You nmages, you think that because you can create
sonet hing for nothing that every person can. Bah! Even two silvers a barrel would destroy ne."

Narliat's eyes flicked back to Nyl an.

"Such destroying ... that would buy you fine furs. Even a handful of..." He |ooked at Narliat.

" Coppers?"

"Coppers. Even two coppers in gain a barrel would make you the richest trader."

"I said you were a nmage. That may be, but your father had to be a usurer. You would have ny nen
eat hay, and ny horses weeds. Even to open trading, as a gesture of good faith, at a silver and a
half a barrel, | would have to sell the cloak off ny back."

In the end, they agreed on nine coppers a barrel for the ten barrels of flour

"What do you have to offer?" asked Skiodra, as a boy, acting as a clerk, chal ked the nunber on
a long slate and showed it to Nylan. It | ooked Iike a nine, but Nylan still glanced toward Ayrlyn
and Narliat, who nodded.

"Try the small sword," suggested the arnmsman.

Nyl an presented it.

"A nice toy for a youth, but scarcely worth rmuch," snorted Ski odra.

"Lord Nessil paid a gold for it," asserted Nyl an.

"A gold, and he was a rich |l ord who was cheated, or sleeping with the snmth's daughter . . ."

It was going to be a longer afternoon than he had thought. Nylan refrained fromtaking a deep
breath. "Lords don't have to bargain, noble Skiodra. If they think they are being cheated, they
kill the cheater. The blade is probably worth two golds, but a gold is what he paid, and it's
scarcely touched.™

"Your father and your grandfather both were usurers, Mage. How your poor nother survived... |
m ght consider, out of sentinent, and because of your audacity, five coppers for that excuse of a
weapon ..."

The sun, had it been visible through the heavy clouds, would have been nearly touching the
west ern peaks before Skiodra packed what remmi ned back into his carts and departed-not quite
smling, but not frowning, and prom sing to be back before harvest.

"So what do we have?" Fierral's eyes went fromthe carts of Skiodra to the supplies, but the
redheaded marine officer's hand stayed on her sidearm

The piles, bales, and barrels represented a strange assortnment of goods. Besides nearly thirty
barrels of flour, corn nmeal, and dried fruit, and a waxed wheel of yellow cheese, there were bolts
of woolen cloth, a pair of kitchen cleavers, two large kettles and three assorted cal drons, two
crude shovels, an adz, two sets of iron hinges big enough for a barn door, but no screws or
spi kes.

Nyl an | ooked away fromthe assorted goods and held out his hand, feeling the tiny droplets of
rain. As he listened to the runble of distant thunder, he frowned, feeling that the clouds al npst
hel d sonething |like the Wnterl ance's neuronet.

Ayrlyn | ooked fromthe clouds to Nylan. "I know "

Ryba frowned, then asked Narliat, "You think they' Il be back?"

Narliat shrugged. "Maybe yes, maybe no. It matters not."

"It doesn't matter?" asked Ayrlyn, brown eyes questi oning.

"Ohers will conme, now."

Nyl an hoped so. They needed nore supplies, a lot nore, if the winter were anything |like he
thought it was going to be. And they needed somet hing |ike chickens. He thought chickens could
last the winter if they were in a place above freezing out of the wind. Then he took a deep
breath, realizing that was just a hope. What did he really know about anything like that?

"I hope so," said Ryba, echoing his thoughts. A low runbling of thunder punctuated her words.
"W need to get this stuff into the |anders or under cover." Ryba turned. "Fierral ? Have your
peopl e get this stored. The cloth needs sonme dry places-maybe | ander three. Nylan, how nuch
covered space is there in your tower?"

"Not a lot yet," the engineer admitted. "Only the bottom | evel of the center is covered yet,
and that's where the lasers and firin cells go."

"Then it will all have to go in the landers for now That will make things tight."

"I'I'l see about getting the next level floored and roofed,” said Nylan. As he hurried back to
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ensure that the |asers were stored agai nst the onconing rain, he wondered if he would ever get
caught up to the needs they faced.

He fingered the torch in his pocket, and gave a hal f-1augh. He'd never even thought about using
the beam That was the way so many things worked-when it cane tine to use them he forgot or did
sonet hi ng el se

Overhead, the thunder rolled, and the fine rain droplets began to get heavier, and the sky
dar ker .

XX

THE RAIN STILL fell the next nmorning, but the droplets were fine and sharp, carried by the
winterlike wind out of the ice-covered heights to the west. Low cl ouds obscured Freyja and all the
nmount ai ns, except for the ridges closest to the | anders. Even the partly built tower seened to
touch the m sty gray underside of the clouds.

Nyl an paused in the door of the |ander, |ooking down at the gooey ness below After a nonent,
he stepped into the mst-filled air, and his boots squushed in the nud. Sone of the clunps of
grass-even the yellow fl owers-bore a snowy slush, and he | ooked back at Ryba. "This is one of the
better reasons to get the tower finished. W're not going to have dry and sunny weather all the
time."

H s eyes dropped to the nud underfoot, and he frowned. "W need clay."

"Clay? What does that have to do with rain and weat her?" Ryba stepped into the gusting rain.

"I shoul d have thought of it sooner. W'Il|l need bricks, and nmaybe | can neke sone clay pipes
for water and the furnace. The right kind, and | can nake a big stove so people won't have to keep
cooki ng over fires."

"You're still hung up on that furnace, aren't you?"

"The main hall will have a big hearth and fireplace in case it doesn't work." He shrugged. "W
al so need to get water fromthe springs to the tower, and that neans pipes."

Ryba | aughed. "You'd think you'd been born doing this sort of thing."

"Hardly. | hope | don't nmake too nmany m stakes. |'moverlooking a | ot of things, except"-he
snorted-"1 don't know what they are because |'ve overl ooked them"

They stopped before reaching the cook fires, and Ryba studied the fields, wi ping the water from
the ongoing drizzle fromher face. A long, boot-deep trench crossed one corner of the potato
field, and one hill had been undercut by the running water. Two narines were reclaimng it, while
a third was digging a diversion trench across the uphill side of the field.

"Denal l e, would you finish that denon-dammed diversion so we're not fighting water and the
frigging nud?" denanded one of the two trying to keep the potato hill fromcollapsing into the
narrow stream of cold water.

"Stow it, Rienadre. You want to fight through these plants, you do it. They got roots tougher
than synthcord. 1'Il be happy to change places with you."

"Shiiittt., . "

The two marines in the field stood up as the gooey nass of soil collapsed into the still-
wi deni ng trench.

"We're going to help you, Denalle, before we lose nore." Rienadre and the other marine trudged
toward the edge of the field.

"This really isn't that good a locale for crops,” Nylan said.

"I know, but until we can develop nore trade and naybe find sone animal that does well up here

"Sheep or winter deer or sonmething. Even chickens or sone sort of donesticated fow."

"None of which we've seen," Ryba answered curtly. "Not chickens, and the goats scatter into the
rocks if they so nmuch as hear a hoof click."

They wal ked through the drizzle to the cook-fire area, where Nylan got a slab of bread that
Kyseen had tried to bake in a nakeshift oven and sonme purple food concentrate. He | ooked at the
of f-white center and nearly black crust of the bread, so flat that it |ooked nore |ike a pancake
He supposed that was because Kyseen had no yeast or whatever nade bread rise. After another | ook
at the bl ack-edged nmass, he broke off a section and chewed. The bread was only hal f-cooked and
soggy in the niddle, but-if he avoided the carbonized outside-it tasted better than the purple
concentrate.

Nyl an frowned. Some of the partitions in the landers were thin netal. Perhaps he coul d unbolt
them and w thout too nuch power usage, turn theminto baking sheets for the oven he hadn't built.
After a laugh, he took another nouthful of the soggy bread. He was thinking about nmaking itens to
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fit in things he wasn't sure he could build, and that assumed that he found sonething like clay,
that he could turn it into brick, and that the laser held out-just to begin wth.

He finished the last bit of the heavy slab of bread and the slice of the pungent yell ow cheese
rinsed his wooden plate, and set it back with the others, and went to find Ryba.

He found her talking with Fierral at the far side of the cook fires.

"Rain or no rain, we need sone sentries. The locals are tough, and I don't want someone |ofting
arrows into us. O whatever." No bowran was going to risk ruining good strings in the rain, Nylan
felt, but he said nothing.

"Yes, ser," Fierral answered, then | ooked toward Nylan, her red hair plastered agai nst her
skul | by the danpness.

"I wanted to talk to Istril about where | might find sonme clay." Nylan brushed the water off
his forehead to keep it fromrunning into his eyes.

"You're not going to work on the tower?" asked Ryba.

"I"'mnot about to take out the lasers in this weather. The tinbers will have to dry anyway
before they're nortared and wedged in place.”

"What about the clay you're using in the nortar?"

"That's not quite the sane. Wthout the ash . . ." Nylan shook his head. "Besides, |'m hoping
to find sonething that's easier to use and fire. Istril said that she'd seen sone spots that mi ght
be cl ay, somewhere down bel ow. "

"Wwul dn't the locals already be using it?"

"Large deposits, yes. | just want enough for bricks to build some inside walls, maybe a stove,
and sonme water pipes." Ryba shrugged and turned to Fierral. "Can you spare Istril?"

"That won't be a problem Captain. O should we start calling you nmarshal ?"

Ryba grinned. "Whatever works."

Istril was still sleeping in the third |ander, and, while Nylan washed up and went to find out
sonet hi ng about the horse situation, she ate.

When Istril arrived, the slimmarine vaulted into her saddle. Nylan clinbed into his, banging
hinmself with the blade he had forged and still barely knew how to swing without hitting hinself.
Thankfully, Istril let her horse walk uphill toward the tip of the ridge that seened al nost

into the mist that hung bel ow the clouds. Nylan |l et his beast follow.

"I don't know as what | saw, ser, is what you want, and it's down a little ways. It wasn't |ike
dirt, and it was al nost sliny."

"All we can do is |ook. That sounds promising. Even if it is clay, it will take sone
experimenting to see if we can fire it."

"Fire it?"

"Turn it into things-pipes for water, bricks, naybe things |like plates or pots. That neans
building a kiln or an oven of sorts." He grabbed the horse's mane as the beast |urched downhill

They rode in silence until they reached the exposed section of the ridge, little nmore than a
narrow way bordered on each side by rocks that dropped sharply away. Mst of the rocks on the
north side were still covered with ice left fromthe winter that held some of the night's snow
above it.

Nyl an | ooked down toward the forests that began well below the bottom of the ridge. They would
have to circle back along the bottomof the ridge on the north.'In the distance, kays bel ow, he
coul d see and sense a narrow streamenerging fromthe rock pile. He massaged his back. "How | ong
will this take? Isn't there a shorter way?"

Istril led the way down the ridge |ine, keeping her nount close to the wi ndswept hard rock near
the center. "Be a while, ser, but you don't want to take the short way down there."

"What short way?" Nylan's words cane out as he bounced in the unfamliar saddle, reflecting
that any saddl e woul d have been unfamliar

The silver-haired marine |aughed. "Over the cliff. Where we're headed is really just bel ow the
| anders. A long way straight down."

"Ch." Nylan readjusted his weight in the saddle.

By the time they reached the bottom of the ridge and crossed the cold narrow stream Nylan felt
the tightness in his legs. The rain had dropped off nmore to a soft nist, and the clouds above
appeared a lighter featureless gray.

"Sonetines we see those scouts in purple, but lately they' ve pulled back. Don't see any
travelers, but Narliat says that we won't until it gets warner, toward mi dsunmmer. People don't
cross the Westhorns that nuch.™”

"That's what they call these nountains?" asked Nylan. "The Easthorns are the other big range,

t hen."
"Quess so." Istril drew her blade and ran through a set of what |ooked |ike blade exercises as
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the horses paralleled the small stream Wen she finished, she wi ped the blade on a scrap of
sonet hi ng tucked in her belt and sheathed it. "Good bl ade, ser."

"Thank you. | wish I could use one the way you and Ryba do."

"Practice. Never thought |I'd have a real use for it." She |laughed softly and | eaned forward in
the saddle. "There! Look up on the hill."

Nyl an | ooked. A tawny catlike creature vani shed behind a bushy pine.

"Those are the big cats. They don't like us nuch. I think there are sonething |ike bears, too,
but I've only seen tracks."

"Nyl an glanced up at the nearly sheer rock wall that began on the far side of the stream "Hard
to believe we're up there." He | ooked back toward the thick trunks of the evergreens where the big
cat had vani shed. Wuld it have been better to bring everything down the ridge?

"It's less than a kay ahead, in and out, just above where the other little streamjoins,"
expl ained Istril.

The two streans joined bel ow a reddi sh-brown nound that held some bushes Nyl an didn't
recogni ze, and only clunps of grass. Just above where the two streans joined, a narrow |log, a
fallen fir linb, lay half in and half out of the water. A brownish green frog snmaller than Nylan's
fist squatted on the water-peeled Iinb, then plopped into the stream and vani shed.

After dismounting and tying the horse to an evergreen branch, he junped across the stream
nearly plunging back into it when his worn shi pboots skidded on the slippery ground. He grabbed a
bush and steadi ed hinsel f, then bent down and scooped up sone of the clay, alnpbst as plastic as
dough. The consi stency seened right, but how could he tell? "Can we start a small fire here?"

"I can probably find sone sticks." Istril brushed a |lock of silver hair back over her ear and
di snount ed.

Wil e the mari ne gathered brush and sone snall branches, Nylan experinmented with the protoclay.
It |ooked right, felt right, but would it fire right? He rolled out several snall balls with his
hands, then some flat sections, and one small crude potlike shape, then another

H s striker, when he had finally used Istril's knife to scrape sonme-thin dry shavi ngs, worked
in getting the fire started. They added drier branches and waited until there was a snall bed of
coals, on which Nylan, after wetting his hands in the chill water, placed his test itens.

Then he washed the reddish clay off his hands in the water that chilled all the way up his
arns. Wiile the clay balls and flat sections baked on the coals, coals that occasionally hissed in
the few drops of water falling fromthe gray sky or nearby trees, Nylan slowy trudged up the
narrow gorge, looking up to his right as he went. Up there, sonewhere, was the pl ateau where the
| anders rested.

Istril trudged beside him |ooking nore to the sides as she did. "Doesn't | ook |ike nmany people
have been here."

"Probably not. You saw how cold those traders | ooked- and we were sweating." Nyl an stopped and

| ooked up the cliff. If they had rope ... perhaps they could get sonme rope the next tine-if there
were a next tine ... if the traders had rope. He studied the cliff. The vertical was still nore
than four hundred cubits, and probably treacherous at the top. Plus ... the fired clay wouldn't be

that strong and that neant any sustai ned bangi ng agai nst the rocks woul d probably crack it unless
it were heavily padded-and that neant even nore rope and equi pnent.

If he built the firing hearth up the branch of the creek, which would be dry nost of the tine-
He pulled at his chin. Either the clay went up on horses, or the finished bricks and pipe did.

There was enough wood nearby. He hoped the two-person saw they had bought from Skiodra woul d
help in cutting wood for the firing. O would it be needed for planks and tinbers? Could they use
one of the smaller saws on the deadwood to get firewood? Wiy did he think things would be sinple?

Finally, he turned and started back down to the coals.

"Be a long trip to bring things up," observed Istril.

"Very long. But there's a |lot of wood here, and not nearly so nuch up there."

"That makes sense, ser."

Nyl an hoped so.

He used a stick to ease one of the balls out of the coals. Wile the ball had cracked in two,
the half coated with ash seened hard enough. The other side was still danp in parts.

While he could feel that the clay was right, he decided to wait a while |onger for the other
pi eces. He had the feeling that, so far as the clay and brick works were concerned, he-or someone-
was going to be doing a lot of experinenting, and a |ot of waiting.

XX
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"I SEE YQU still intend to |l et those wonen flaunt their defiance at you fromthe Roof of the
Wrld." The lady Ellindyja holds the needl ework | oosely.
"When did you take up needl ework?" asks Sillek
"When | found nyself no |onger useful to the Lord of Lornth, | took up the diversions of ny
youth." Ellindyja eases the outer wooden hoop of f, readjusts the cloth over the inner hoop, and
repl aces the outer hoop. Then she picks up the needle.
"W haven't replaced the arnmsnen we |ost."
"Nor your father's ring. Nor his honor." Ellindyja s voice is acid-edged.
"The present Lord of Lornth woul d appreci ate any suggestions you night have, ny dear nother
ich do not either bankrupt ne or |eave our |ands open to Lord Ildyrom"
"I have been thinking, Sillek-about heritages and honor."
Lord Sillek purses his lips, then asks, "Wat of sonething besides an attack we cannot afford."

5

"Well ... if one nmust resort to nore indirect and nore nmerchantli ke nmeans, Sillek, my son,
surely there nmust be sone ... adventurers... out there who m ght want a reward of sorts, perhaps
some small parcel of alnbst worthless land, and a title... even a pardon... if necessary."

Ellindyja smles brightly.

" Hhmmm . " Sillek paces to the tower wi ndow and back. His fingers touch his trimmed beard.
"Not nearly so expensive as troops. It might even reduce the banditry-one way or another."

"I amnore than happy to be of service, Sillek-as |I was for your father. He was a nost
honor abl e man. "

"I don't think we'll nake the offer through a broadsheet, though."

"No . . . that would be too overtly nmerchantly. Tell your w zards and your senior arnsnen, and
make sure that the traders' guild knows. That is the way the better nerchants operate."”

"I do so appreciate your advice." Sillek paces back to the wi ndow, glancing out into the
slashing rain that has poured off the Westhorns. "Your advice is always welcone." He only
enphasi zes the word "advice" ever so slightly.

"I amso glad you do."

Sillek does not turn fromthe wi ndow, not until he forces a snile back upon his |ips.

XXI

NYLAN SPLASHED HI' S face again, trying to wash away the stone dust, then took a long swallow of the
cold streamwater. The water carried away some of the acridness and dustiness that seeped

endl essly into his nostrils and dried his throat. After another swall ow, he wal ked back toward the
tower. In the foot-packed clay area beyond the rough stacked stones and the space where Cessya and
Hul dran alternated splitting the slates for roofing tiles, Istril and Ryba were working at bl ade
practice, using the wooden wands that were far safer for beginners.

Nyl an shivered. His turn would be conming up. He set down his cup on the nearest pile of black
stone and watched as Saryn and Ryba began to spar. Despite the partial splint that remained on
Saryn's leg, their wands flickered, faster, and then even faster, until Nylan's own heart and
| ungs seened to be racing. Even Istril and Siret had stopped, both silver-haired marines follow ng
the action. As Saryn |inped backward and | owered her wand, the engineer finally caught his breath.

"Ah, yes," cane a voice fromthe sunny side of a pile of cut stones neant for the sixth |eve
of the tower.

Nyl an | eaned over to see Narliat drinking in the reflected heat fromthe stone. "Yes?"

"The she-angels, those two, and | see why Lord Nessil is dead."

"You liked Lord Nessil?" Nylan tried to keep his voice neutral

"He was nore honest than nost, but he was terrible when he was angered, and he was angered a
lot. That is not what | meant, Mage. | ama man, too, and | was an arnsman." Narliat shrugged. "I
would not lift a sword agai nst your she-angels. They would kill ne in three strokes, even the one
who is crippled, and I have killed a few nmen. They were poor farners, but they were strong, and I
did not want to die." Narliat |ooked back to the practice space where Ryba had foll owed Saryn's
| ead and set aside her weapon. "I see the she-angels, and | see the whole world change."

Nyl an coul d feel the sweat oozing fromhis forehead as he stood in the sun. He | ooked down at
the local, wearing a jacket and huddl ed agai nst the black stone, alnobst for warnth. "You're col d?"

"Not if | stay here." Narliat smiled. "You will make your tower warm wll you not?"

Nyl an | ooked toward the stones, |ooking nore |ike dark gray in the sunlight than the black they
had seened when Nyl an had cut themfromthe nmountain. "Not that warm"”

"A tower-on the Roof of the World. Only the angels woul d dare-"

"Nyl an! Since you're not cutting or setting stone, let's get your practice done now. " Ryba
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not i oned.

Narliat grinned as the engi neer trudged toward the practice area.

"Here you go." Ryba handed Nyl an one of the hand-carved wands. "It's not bal anced the way |'d
like-"

"I know. We've been through this before." Nylan lifted the wand. The last few tines he'd
actual |y managed to keep Ryba fromtapping himat will, but he had no illusions about his ability
to hold off a master swordsman or arnsman or whatever they were called

"Set your feet."

Nyl an shuffled into position.

"Not like an old man, Nylan."

Behi nd them Nyl an could see Saryn notioning to one of the narines.

"Pay attention," snapped Ryba.

He took a deep breath and tried to focus on the wand, on Ryba's face, franmed in jet-black hair,
and upon her wand.

"That's better. Ready?" Her wand thrust toward him and he parried, clunsily, barely deflecting
it.

"You can do better than that." This time her wand was quicker, and Nylan tried to counter, but
the edge of the wood thwacked his shoul der

"Ooo . . ." He wanted to rub it, but had to dance asi de as another slash whistled toward him
and another ... and anot her.

Sonehow, he managed to slip, block, deflect, and dance away from nbpst of the captain's thrusts
and sl ashes.

"Al'l right." Ryba stepped back. "That's what you should be facing, but nost of the locals
aren't that good. Most don't use the points of their blades, but the edges, and that's different."
Nyl an shook his head and blinked, then blotted the sweat fromhis eyes.

"They use heavier blades and try to beat you to a pul p." Ryba picked up the w der wooden
weapon, the one with a wooden bl ade that | ooked nore |ike a narrow plank than a practice weapon.
"You need to work on deflecting a heavier blade. You can't neet it directly, not wthout |osing
your own bl ade or risking having it broken." She took the bigger wooden slab in "two hands.

" Ready?"

"Yes," said the engineer, even as he thought, No.

The first tine his light wand met Ryba's heavy one, the inpact shivered all the way up his arm
and he staggered back, dancing aside to avoid another counterstroke before the third one slanmed
into his thigh.

"You'd be crippled for life if that had been a real blade, and if | hadn't pulled it at the
end. Denon-damm, Nylan, this is serious, and these things can kill you-and they will."

"Fine for you to say . " he gasped. "You grew up with them"

"CGet your blade up. Get it up."

He rai sed his wand, ignoring the pun, and waited, then half ducked, half slid the heavier wand.

"Better. Get it back up." Ryba sent another slash at his open side.

Nyl an junped and slid his wand over hers, then drove the heavier blade alnpost into the dirt.

"CGood. Use their momentum against them Those crowbars are heavy."

But it didn't seemthat heavy for Ryba because she whipped it back up and around, and Nyl an was
back pedal -i ng agai n, and agai n.

Still, in between all her hits, he did manage to drop the heavy wand into the dirt once nore
and actually strike Ryba on the shoulder, lightly.

Finally, she stepped back, "Not bad. You've got a feel for it. Right now, you could probably
hol d off the weaker locals. You just need nore practice." Ryba snmiled. "I can see that you'll be

good-very good-with the blade." Her snmile vanished, replaced nmonentarily with a | ook Nylan coul d
only termsonber. "It won't be easy." She |ooked toward the tower and shook her head.

Nyl an | owered the wand, his entire body dripping sweat. Practicing agai nst Ryba was worse than
carting heavy stones up the seenmngly endl ess tower steps, and probably a lot nore futile. He
handed the wand back to her. "Sonetines," he said, "it feels futile. 1'll never be as good as you
are."

She took the wand fromhim |owering her voice. "You don't have to be. You're an engi neer, and
you're going to be a wizard or a mage or whatever they call them" Ryba paused. "Narliat already
thi nks you are." Then she added, "But you still need good basic defense skills, and that neans
nore practice.”

Nyl an wi ped his forehead with the back of his forearm "Mage?"

"It has to do with the way you use the laser. You ought to be able to use this |ocal net or
whatever it is for nore than that." Ryba offered a forced snile. "I know you can."
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"Thanks. You're so encouraging."

"I know what | know." She shrugged. "Only sometines ... unfortunately." Then she | ooked toward
the two mari nes standi ng back beyond the stacked slate, and pointed at the silver-haired one.
"Llyselle, we don't have forever."

Nyl an trudged back to the streamto wash his face again before he returned to the business of
setting stone in the walls of the tower. Even the cold water didn't cool himnmuch. The yell ow
sunfl owers had begun to wilt, and were being replaced by small white flowers that hugged the
ground between clunps of grass. Nylan felt Iike one of the wilted yellow fl owers.

As he passed the practice area, he glanced at Narliat, sitting in the sun and fingering the
splint on his leg. Nylan laughed to hinself as he realized that the arnsman was in no hurry to
renove the splint, no hurry at all

"She's tough," observed Huldran as Nylan lifted another stone and began to lug it up the
stairs.

"Very," grunted the engi neer

"So are you."

"Not |ike she is."

"You're just as tough, ser ... in a different way. She couldn't build the tower, and we'll need
it, and you aren't a fighter. You're a defender."
"Suppose so . . ." Nylan continued up toward the top of the fifth | evel where he set the stone

on the rough planking. Then he turned and headed back for another stone. Above him Cessya and
Webl ya westled another of the big tinbers into the stone slots.

He was carrying up the fifth stone, and al nbst w shing he were back practicing when Hul dran
asked, "Are you about ready for nore nortar?"

"Start mxing it. One nore stone, and we'll be ready."
"You' ve al nbst got the north side filled in between the supports.”
"Wth luck, we'll get the west done, too." He continued up the stone stairs, alnost tripping on

the top step. By the tine he returned with the next stone, Huldran was stirring the nortar
conponent s toget her.

"This tower will last forever," she said. "Maybe."

"The captain says it will, longer than any of our descendants will live here, and that's a |ong
tinme.

"She said that?"

"Yes, ser."

Nyl an paused before lifting the stone into place, then said, "Can you bring that tub up when
you' re done?"

"Not a problem"™

After reaching the fifth level and setting down the oblong stone, Nylan took a deep breath,
then neasured the six heavy stones, and rearranged themin the order he wanted. Wat had Ryba
meant by saying that the tower would | ast forever?

Wiile he waited for Huldran, he glanced out toward the southwest, taking in the ice-needl e of
Freyja, the peak that glittered in the mdday light |like a de-energi zer beam sensed through the
Wnterlance's net. He swall owed. That was past, and no remi niscing would bring back that tinme or
uni ver se.

This was indeed a different place, not that different on the surface, but nore different than
nmost of the angels realized.

Still... Ryba's coments-both the ones he had heard and those reported by Hul dran-bothered him
Was she getting del usions of grandeur, of sone sort of ommipotence? How could she say she knew
what was goi ng to happen? WAs she getting del usi ons because she had troubl e accepting that she
could no longer wield the Wnterlance like a mghty blade to snmte the denons?

"Here's the nortar, ser." Huldran eased the trough onto the planks.

Wth the trowel -another |aser-cut adaptation-he began to snmooth the next Iine of the reddish-
gray nortar across the top of the stones already set.

G ang! dang! The off-key sounds fromthe crude triangle gong resounded across the Roof of the
Vor | d.

"Bandits!"

Nyl an eased the fifth heavy stone into place on the nortar, trying to ignore the whinnying of
horses and the shout ed commands.

"Istril! Take the lower trail! Try to cut themoff. Use the rifle."

"Fierral! Run the second group . . . with Gerlich ..."

"Formup! Formup .. ."

By the tine Nylan finally could | et go of the stone and hasten up the steps to | ook over the
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top edges of the outer wall, he only saw the dust of departing marines, riding off behind Ryba and
the redheaded force | eader-and a dozen narines renaining with bl ades and sidearns stationed in the
rocks on each side of the top of the rise.

Fromthe far side of the rise was what was beconing a packed road down the ridge, Nylan could
hear hooves. In tine, he reflected, they should consider putting in nmarker cairns or sonething for
winter travel. O, considering the nud, a real paved road.

A horse-carrying double-trotted back over the rise and downhill. Bl ood streanmed down the face
of the marine riding in front.

"Medic! Medic!" shouted the other rider

"That's Denalle!l" said Wblya, balancing on the |last of the big beans she and Cessya were
setting in the slots, the beans that would formthe floor for the sixth level of the tower and the
roof of the fifth.

"She's bl eeding and got an arrow through her arm" added Cessya.

Nyl an wat ched for a nmonent before going back to the stones. The nortar would set before he got
the last stone in place if he didn't hurry, and there wasn't anything he could do that Ayrlyn or
one of the conbat medics couldn't do better

He laid out another line of nortar, then lifted another stone into place, trying to ignore the
conversation between the two nmarines above.

" think he feels he can't waste an instant..."

"You | ook at that ice up there. You want to be in one of those thin-shelled | anders when the
snows are up over our heads?"

"But.. . Denalle's hurt...”

"What can the engi neer do that the nedics can't?"

"Gad I'mnot an officer ... or the captain."

"No ... | wouldn't want to be in her boots. O the engineer's."

A whi spered remark came next, followed in turn by a |augh.

"You'd better not. You'd really be in trouble."

Nyl an bl ushed, but laid another line of nortar. After he set the sixth stone, he carried the
nearly enpty tub of nortar down to the yard space where Hul dran was using the sledge and a wedge
Nyl an had made to split slate.

C unk

"Damed stone . . . doesn't always split right," grunted the stocky narine.

"I know. Nothing works quite the way we want."

"You didn't use all of it?" asked Hul dran

"No ... can you powder it or sonething?"

"Do that all the tinme. Just spread it out on the clean section of stone there-the one with the
dents init. Wien it dries, we turn it into powder and add it back in."

A cool er breeze whi pped across the neadow and the tower work area, along with the shadow from a
puf fy and fast-noving cl oud.

"Wnd feels good," commented Hul dran

"I't"ll nmake it easier to finish the sides before the day's over."

"You think you can?" asked the stocky bl ond.

"There's enough stone cut, and |'mtrying to let the generator recharge sone nore firin cells
before I have to cut nore. The captain wants nme to forge nore blades, and ..." Nylan shrugged.

"You're trying to have enough power to finish the tower and do that?"

The engi neer nodded before returning to carting stone. He had al nost finished getting what he
woul d need before several horses appeared at the top of the rise and headed down toward the
| anders. Over one horse was another body, one clad in olive-black

Nyl an shook his head. Did every bandit attack nmean anot her death?

He wat ched as the nmounted marines rode straight for the snoldering fire where Kyseen, hanpered
in conbat by her broken |eg, struggled wth cooking.

Nyl an still hadn't done nuch on that front, besides designing the kitchen [ ayout and the stoves
for the tower. He hoped that the bandits who had attacked Denalle and the others hadn't done too
much damage to the brick-nmaki ng operation, but he wasn't about to say that out [ oud.

The engi neer recognized the slim silver-haired figure of Istril, and he waved. "Istril!"

The marine turned her mount toward the tower, after saying sonething to the two others and
letting them continue toward the | anders.

Nyl an and Hul dran waited, then the engi neer gestured. "Who?"

"Desinada." Istril reined up

Nyl an vaguely renenbered the wonman; she'd been anong the group that he'd brought down on his
| ander. "Sorry."
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"That sort of thing happens here. Alot, it seems."

"Anyt hi ng good?" asked Hul dr an.

"One of themhad a purse.” As she turned the horse toward the landers, Istril lifted the
| eat her pouch and shook it, letting Nylan and the three nmarines hear the clank and jingle of m xed
coins. "Not that | wouldn't have Desinada back for a dozen of these and then sone."

"Was anyone el se hurt?" Nylan asked.

"No. Rienadre ducked behind your brick oven and wi nged one of the bastards. | got the other
one. W think one got away, maybe nore, but Berlis ran down the wi nged one. He gave her sone |ip,
and she ran himthrough. She gets nmean sonetines."

"Yeah . . ." nuttered Weblya. "Like al ways."

"Thank you." Nylan inclined his head to Istril.

"No problem ser." Istril turned her nount back toward the | anders.

More hoof beats announced the return of Ryba and the rest of the marines, along with two nore
mounts, each with a bandit's body slung across the saddl e.

Nyl an nodded and bent to lift another stone. "Back to work."

"Don't you stop for anything, ser?" asked Cessya.

"Wnter won't." Nylan started up the stairs.

"One nore tinber," announced Cessya. "Just one nore."

"Then we got to saw planks," pointed out Wbl ya.

"Ch, yeah ... it's my turn on top. You get to be in the pit."

"Thanks. "

The sun had dropped behind the western peaks before Nylan nortared in the |ast stone on the
fifth level of the eastern wall. Despite his best resolves, he still had the gaps in the southern

wall left to do. Another day before Cessya and Wbl ya coul d wedge and nortar the big tinbers into
pl ace and start on placing the planks. He trudged down, carrying the enpty nortar trough

"We'll take that, ser," said Wblya

"You're going to finish it even before it starts to chill, aren't you?" asked Cessya.

"The walls and roof. We might even be able to use sone of the armaglass for windows in a few
pl aces, if the laser holds out." Nylan coughed, trying to clear the stone and nortar dust fromhis
throat. "I wanted to get the stoves and furnace in, too."

"A furnace?" The two | ooked at each other

"Pretty crude. Wod-fired, and wi de heat ducts. A big air return down the stair pedestal-that's
already in place."

"You think big, don't you?"

"l suppose so, but you need space when there's snow outside over your head." Nylan smiled
wyly. "The snow nomads didn't do all that winter hunting just for food. If they'd all stayed
around the fires, they'd have killed each other." He frowned. "We probably need sone tinbers
i nside so that people can work on skis after it gets cold."

The two marines shook their heads as the engi neer checked the laser, still stored in the space
under the | ower stairs, and then wal ked up the hill toward the portable generator with a single
firmcell.

He checked the readout on the cell being recharged-over eighty-three percent-and di sconnected
it, replacing it with the discharged cell. Then he wal ked back down to the tower where the three
mari nes had cl eaned the trough and racked their tools.

"I"mgoing to wash up before dinner," he said.

"What is dinner?" asked Hul dran

"Gerlich brought in tw wild goats, or sheep or sonmething. So we're going to have a goat stew.
Meat's too tough for anything el se," answered Wbl ya.

Coat stew, reflected Nylan, probably neant goat neat, wild onions, and a few ot her
unmenti onabl e or unidentifiable plant-root supplenents, all thickened with sone of the corn flour.
"Wonder ful . "

He pl odded toward the stream et that seened to narrow each day. They hadn't really had ruch
rain in alnost two eight-days. That could nean problens for their attenpt at crops.

After washi ng, he wal ked through the twilight toward the |anders and the cook fires, his face
cool fromthe water and the wind off the ice of the higher peaks.

The snmell of snoke and bread and wild onions told himthat, again, he was anong the last to
eat .

"Here, ser." Kyseen handed hi mone of the rough wooden platters heaped with dark stew, a slab
of the flat, fried bread on the side. The edges were only dark, dark brown this tinme, not black

"Thank you." Nylan took it and | ooked around for one of the sawed-off |ogs that served as crude
st ool s.
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"You can sit here, ser." Selitra slipped off a log seat. "I'mfinished."
Nyl an offered a grateful snmile to the lithe marine and sat. "Thank you." His |l egs ached; his
shoul ders ached; his hands were cracked and dry. And he still hadn't finished the fifth |evel of

t he tower.

He tried the bread; it wasn't soggy, and it even tasted |ike bread, but heavy, very heavy. He
dipped it into the browm mass that was stew and chewed. Either he was starving or the food was
i mprovi ng. Probably both.

"Do you mind if | join you?" asked Ryba. "I ate a little earlier.”

Nyl an nodded. "I was trying to finish the outer part of the fifth level. W didn't quite make
it." He looked north to the dark shape of the tower.

Ryba's eyes followed his. "It's inpressive."

Nyl an snorted. "I just want it to be warm and strong."

"Just? | recall words about furnaces, stoves, and water."

"Those all go with being secure and warm " He di pped the corner of the bread into the stew and
scooped nmore into his nouth.

"Those weren't comon brigands," Ryba said quietly. "Their bl ades and bows were better than
t hose of some of Lord Nessil's armsnen.”

"Bounty hunters?" Nylan finally asked.

"I think so. The local lord has probably offered sone sort of reward to get rid of us. W'l
probably see nore bandits or brigands, maybe even a large force by the end of the sumer.”

"The engi neer shook his head.

"Your tower |ooks better and better.’
shoul ders.

Nyl an swallowed. "I'mnot sure | like being right in quite that way."

"It's better than being wong."

He couldn't argue with that and | ooked toward the larger fire, where the marines had gathered
around Ayrlyn.

"What about a song?" asked Llyselle.

"A song?" questioned the red-haired commofficer, her voice wy.

"About how you angels routed the bandits,"” suggested Narli at.

"I don't know about routed," nuttered Denalle, her eyes dropping to the dressing on her right
arm Her left hand strayed toward the second dressing that covered her forehead, then dropped
away. Wth a wince, she closed her eyes for a nonent.

"l don't namke up songs that quickly,"” answered Ayrlyn.

"But you are a mnstrel, are you not?" asked Narliat.

"This is a verbal culture," pointed out Saryn.

"Too verbal ," growed Gerlich, glaring at Narliat.

Nyl an could feel hinself tensing at Gerlich's response and forced hinself to let his breath out
sl ow y.

"And it has too many wi zards," added the hunter. "And | don't understand why the w zards serve
the nobles, the lords, whatever they are. Those wi zards have real powers."

"The w zards, they cannot stand against cold iron," answered Narliat, "and there are not a
great many w zards."

"Still don't see ..

"Ch, Gerlich . . ." murnured Ryba, barely |oud enough for Nylan to hear. "Think, for darkness
sake. "

Nyl an t hought al so, about cold iron, wondering why cold iron would prove a problemfor a
wi zard. He could handle it, and Narliat said he was a w zard.

"Cold iron?" he finally asked.

"Wiy yes, Mage. The white ones, they cannot handle cold iron. It's said that it burns them
terribly." Narliat shrugged. "I have not seen this, but | have never seen a white w zard touch
iron. Even their daggers are bronze."

Nyl an frowned. Wiy woul d that be so? "Thank you."

"Now that we have that cleared up," Ryba said too brightly, "how about that song?"

Ayrlyn picked up the small four-stringed lutar she had brought down fromthe Wnterlance, just
as Ryba had brought the Sybran bl ades.

"How about this one?" Ayrjyn strummed the strings, adjusted one peg, then strumed again, and
made anot her adj ustnent before clearing her throat.

Ryba's fingers kneaded the tight nuscles in his

A captain is a funny thing, a spacer with a net,
an angel ganbling with her death, who never |ost a bet.
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The captain, she took us to those denon-towers,
t hen brought us back right through Heaven 's showers...

Nyl an wi nced, knowi ng that the second verse would be bawdy, and the third even bawdier, then
gl anced at Ryba, who was grinning.

"I"ve heard worse versions," she said. "Mich worse."

Raucous | aughter began to rise around the fire even before Ayrlyn finished the |ast verse.

" and she served himup well trussed, well done!"

The | aughter di ed away.

"An ol d song? A Sybran song?" asked Denall e.

"I don't know many," admitted Ayrlyn, "but there is one." The redhead readjusted the lutar
t hen began.

When the snow drops on the stone,

When the wind song's all alone,

When the ice swords formin twain,
Sing of the hearths where we 've lain.

Wien the green tips break the snow
When the cold streans start to fl ow
When the snow hares turn to bl ack
Sing out to call our |ove back

Wien the plains grass whispers gold,
When the red bl oons fl ower bold,
When the year's foals gallop |ong
Hold to the fall and our song..

Nyl an gl anced around the fires, then to the unlit and dark tower | ooning against the white-
streaked peaks, and back to the marines. Mre than a handful effaces bore eyes bright with unshed
tears. Some marines bl otted danp cheeks when Ayrlyn | owered the |utar

Hul dran sl owly wal ked out into the darkness, and Selitra laid her head on Gerlich's shoul der
sobbing silently at the old Sybran horse nonads' ball ad.

"How about something a bit nmore cheerful ?" suggested Ryba.

"Il try." Ayrlyn readjusted the |lutar and began anot her song.
When | was single, | |ooked at the skies. Now |l've a consort, | listen to lies, |lies about
horses that speak in the darks, lies about cats and theories of quarks .

"Li es about cats and theories of quarks..
| east the quarks."

"You don't think quarks are real here?" asked Ryba. Her hand rested lightly on his forearm
warmin the cool of the nmountain evening.

"Who knows what's real, or what reality even is?" he answered

"Where we are is real."

And that was a definition as good as any, Nylan thought, his eyes taking in the al nost |uni nous
ice of Freyja, the needl e peak that would dwarf even the nobst massive tower he would ever be able
to raise.

mused Nylan. "They're all lies here, | suppose, at

XXI'

"LORD SILLEK LET it be known that he would not be displeased at whoever reduced the squatters
hol di ng on the Roof of the World to rubble and returned the seal ring of his father." Terek pulls
at his chin as he walks to the tower w ndow.

"He's not taking another army up there," answers Hissl, |eaning back fromthe glass upon the
smal | table.

"We discussed that earlier. In his position, would you? This approach will encourage every
cutthroat in Lornth to attack those women."

"What good will that do?" Hissl stands and wal ks toward the second open wi ndow to |let the
breeze cool him "Lord Nessil had score three armsmen. Not even Skiodra has that, and you saw how
he backed down when he came face-to-face with those devil wonen. What could a handful of brigands
do?"

"Lord Sillek has to do sonething. The . . . expedition to the Roof of the Wrld was rat her
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enbarrassing for Lord Nessil.. ." Terek turns back toward Hi ssl

"For his fanmly, you nean?" asks Hissl. "A corpse is beyond enbarrassnent."

"Young Lord Sillek wishes to avenge his father."

"And to solidify his position?"

"He's willing to grant |lands and sone nminor title to whoever succeeds. Sonething like Lord of
the Ironwoods, no doubt." Terek | aughs. "There are bound to be some who feel that no wonen can be
t hat dangerous." The chief wi zard shrugs. "Besides, there are not that many of them and for every

one that is killed-that will nake things easier for Lord Sillek."
"Let us see,"” mnuses Hissl ironically. "Lord Nessil lost forty-three arnmsnmen, and those angels
| ost three. Say there are two dozen left up on the Roof of the Wrld ... why, that means Lord

Sillek, or soneone, only needs to sacrifice around four hundred arnsnen."” Hissl's voice is soft
and snooth. "And that would be in a battle on an open field. It mght take ten tines that once
their tower is conpleted. Do you suppose we coul d persuade Lord Ildyrom Lord Ekleth of Spidlaria,
and-"

"Enough of your foolishness,
hurt him™"

"Do you believe they are really angel s?" asks Hissl

"I't mght be in our interests to claimthat they are-or at |east that they are fallen angels."

"Sone of themdied. Angels don't die," points out Hissl.

"I believe that was one of the nen."

snaps Terek. "The lord' s stratagem agai nst those angel s cannot

"There were four graves for their own, and there are still two nmen wal ki ng around. That neans
three of the wonen died."
"You are rather tedious, Hissl," says Terek

"I amattenpting to be accurate."
"Then let us call themfallen angels. That makes them seem nore vul nerable." Terek pauses, then

adds, "And what other... accuracies... mght you add? Hel pful accuracies?"

"Those thunder-throwers ... | do not think that they will be able to use themfor too nuch
| onger."

"Wuul d you stake your life on that?"

"Not at the noment. In a year. . . yes."

Terek waits. "Go on. Explain. Don't nake ne drag everything out of you."

"Only a handful of them are experienced with bl ades- the | eader, one of the nen, and one of the
smal | er wonen. But they are teaching the others. The thunder-throwers are nore effective than
bl ades. So ..." Hissl shrugs. "Why are they spending tine learning a | ess effective weapon? Al so,
they have begun to build a tower."

"On the Roof of the Wirld? One winter and they'll be dead or ready to | eave."

"I don't know about that." Hissl touches his left cheek with his forefinger, and he frowns. "W
were wearing jackets and cl oaks. The wind was cold. It was still just beyond spring up there. They
were in thin clothes, and they were sweating-all of them"

"W will see."” Terek pulls at his chin again. "W will see.”

"Yes. That is true." Hissl frowns ever so slightly, then sniles.

XX

THE GREEN THAT had sprouted fromthe hand-furrowed rows of two of the fields rose knee-high in

pl aces, waist-high in others, depending on the plants. The potatoes had been planted in evenly
spaced hillocks, but the green-leaved plants nearly covered all the open ground of the third
field, except along the diagonal |ine where the water fromthe storm ei ght-days earlier had
created a trench, since filled in. Behind the fields, the |anders squatted, droplets of dew
beadi ng and then streaking the netal. Well beyond them were the large cairn and the seven others,
including the | atest one for Desinada. Al ready, dark blue flowers grew from between the cairn
stones to mx with the red blood-flowers that were fading as the sunmer passed.

Nyl an turned to the west, where, in the dawn, the fog seened to rise off the squared structure
of black stone that doninated the area above the field. The final upper sill of the wall stones
stood nmore than ten tinmes the height of a woman. Rising out of the mddle of the tower was a
square construction of nortared stones, and at the central point about half the rafters for the
roof were connected. The remaining rafters were lined up in the stone working yard bel ow t he
t ower .

Nyl an stood in the dawn and studi ed the south-facing opening that would be the doorway. While
t he heavy pins had been set in the stone lintels, the door had yet to be built, as did the
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causeway to it.

H s eyes flicked fromthe tower base up the black stones. No great work of art, but it would be
bi g enough and strong enough to do what woul d be necessary, unless the |locals decided to drag
si ege engi nes through the nountains, or spent seasons building them and supporting the builders
with an army. Neither seened |likely. Then, he reflected, nothing about the planet was terribly
likely.

At the sense, rather than the sound, of soneone approaching, he turned toward the | anders.

"You don't sleep much, do you?" Ryba stopped several paces short of him

"Nei ther do you, apparently."”

"Burdens of |eadership, curse of foresight . . ." Ryba cleared her throat, then turned toward
the tower.

Hi s eyes followed hers. "Still a lot to do. Sonetinmes, nore than sonetines, | wonder what el se
I"ve forgotten."

Her hand touched his shoulder. "It's beautiful ... the tower, and | can see, you know, that it
will last for generations. Maybe |onger."

"You can see that?"

Ryba shrugged, al nost sadly. "Sonme things | can see. Like the wonen who will clinb the rocks
searching for Westwi nd, for hope, for a different life. Like the nen who will chase them not
under st andi ng. "

"Westw nd?"

"I thought it was a good nanme. And that's what it will be called.” Her |augh was al nost harsh
"So we mght as well start now "

Nyl an turned to her. "You're seeing all this?"

"Nylan ... you can bend netal and power, and Ayrlyn can touch souls with her songs, and her
touch heals small injuries-and Saryn-she glitters when her hands touch the waters or a bl ade. Wy
shouldn't 1, who rode the greatest neuronets of all, why shouldn't |I have a power beyond the
bl ades?"

"Foresi ght?" he whi spered.

"At times ... yes ... It's only occasional... now ... but | wonder..." She shook her head. "You
think it's easy to kill one of your own, to be as hard as the stones in your tower? To see what
nmght be, if only you're strong enough .. . ? To know that everyone will die if you're not..."

H s hands touched hers, and found that her hands and fingers were cold, trenbling, for all that
he had to raise his eyes to nmeet hers.

XXI'V

"THUS CONTI NUED THE conflict between order and chaos, between those who would force order and
those who woul d not, and between those who foll owed the bl ade and those who followed the spirit.

"On the Roof of the Wirld, those first angels raised crops anid the eternal ice, and buil ded
wal | s, and made bricks, and all manner of devisings of the nost nmiracul ous, fromthe black bl ades
that never dulled to the water that flowed am dst the ice of winter and the tower that remai ned
yet warmfroma single fire.

"Of the great ones in those times were, first, Ryba of the twin blades, Nylan of the forge of
order, Gerlich the hunter, Saryn the nmighty, and Ayrlyn of the songs that forged the guards of
Vestwind ..

"For as the skilled and terrible smth Nylan forged the terrible black blades of Wstw nd, and
wr enched the very stones fromthe nountains for the tower called Black, so did Ryba guide the
guards of Westwind, letting no man triunph upon the Roof of the Wrld.

"For as each lord of the denmons said, 'l will not suffer those angel women to survive,' and as
each angel fell, Ryba created yet another fromthose who fled the denbns, until there were none
that could stand agai nst Tower Bl ack.

and so it cane to pass that Ryba was the last of the angels to rule the heavens and the
angel who set forth the Legend for all to heed . . ."

Book of Ayrlyn

Section |

[Restricted Text]
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XXV

SI LLEK LOOKS DOWN the |ines of horse, then back toward the west branch of the river, and the ford.
Behind him the fourscore armsnen shift in their saddles.

On the next rolling hill is another force of cavalry, under the white banner bearing a single
fir tree-the banner of Jerans. Sillek studies the Jeranyi force, noting the.varying sizes of the
troopers opposing his. Men and worren both bear arns, their nounts standing, waiting, in the knee-
hi gh grass.

"Barbaric," he nutters.

"The wonen?" asks Koric. The nustached and slightly stoop-shoul dered captain spits out onto the
grass. "Sonetimes they' re nastier than the men. Rather fight the Suthyans any day."

"Do you see |ldyrom over there?"

"He's the one in the green jacket. Verintkya's the big blond bitch next to him She uses a mace
sonmetimes, they say. Split your head with a snmle, she would."

Sillek turns in the saddle. "Master Terek."

"Yes, Your G ace?" The chief wi zard eases his nount closer to the Lord of Lornth.

"WII your firebolts reach the Jeranyi ?"

"Fromhere, ser? It's along pull..." Terek's ungl oved hand brushes his white hair. Behind him
H ssl and Jissek watch Sillek intently.

"Yes or no?"

"Yes, ser." Terek holds up a hand. "But we can't send so nany. It takes nore energy to send
bolts that far."
"Can you tell if Ildyromhas any archers there?"

Terek gestures to Hissl
"There are a couple of troopers with the short curved bows, but no | ongbows, ser.”
"So they can't quite reach us with arrows . " Sillek pauses, then turns to Terek. "Go ahead
ief Wzard. Fry as nany as you can."
Beside Sillek, Koric clears his throat. "Ser . . . begging your pardon."”
Terek waits, as do Hissl and Jissek
"Yes, Captain?" Sillek's voice is snmooth-and col d.
"Using firebolts ... | nean . . . what if they've got w zards?"
"I's that your real concern, Captain, or are you clinging to ny father's outdated sense of
nobi lity?"

S,

"Ser .. ." Koric drew hinself up in the saddle.

"Koric ... I'mnot interested in battlefield tales or boasts. |I've got a bunch of bitch-wonen
at my back with thunder-throwers. |'ve got Ildyromand Verintkya trying to take over the good
grassl ands between the South Branch and the West Fork, and the Suthyans are raising the port
tariffs in Rulyarth. Now, if | can get rid of Ildyromw thout |osing anyone ... so much the
better.”

"Next tinme, they'll bring wi zards," said Koric.

"There aren't many, if any, as good as ours." Sillek turns to Terek. "lIs that not correct,

Master Wzard Terek?"

"I believe so, ser."

"Good. Prove it."

Koric frowns as Terek concentrates, then points.

Whhhhssttt! Wth a whistling, screanming hiss, a firebolt arcs from Terek's fingers out over the
val l ey between the two hills and falls across two Jeranyi troopers.

The twin screans shriek across the gently waving grassl ands, and greasy snoke billows fromthe
other hillside. Ariderless horse rears into the mdday sky, then lets forth a screani ng whi nny
before bolting down the hillside in the general direction of Berlitos, the forest city of Jerans
that lies nore than four days of hard riding to the west.

The remai ni ng Jeranyi horse hold, though the troopers on themseemto shift in their saddles
before several arrows fly eastward. The shafts drop harmessly in the tall grass well below the
hilltop where the forces of Lornth wait.

"Anot her!" conmands Sill ek.

Terek frowns, but concentrates. A second firebolt arcs over the valley and toward |l dyrom

The bolt splashes across the chest of a roan who rears, screamnm ng, so suddenly that the rider
is flung backward and falls into a crunpled heap. More greasy snoke rises as the fatally wounded
horse falls and rolls, then quivers, in the danp grasses. A trooper disnobunts, checks the stil
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figure in the grass. Shortly, two Jeranyi troopers quickly put the body on a packhorse.

Then the fir-tree banner jerks, and then the Jeranyi turn and ride westward, disappearing
behind the hilltop, leaving three piles of snoldering ash.

As Sillek watches, Terek takes a deep breath, and Hissl, observing the pallor on Terek's face,
nods to hinself.

"Now what, ser?" asks Koric.

"We follow them discreetly.”

"We could ride 'emdown, maybe get rid of them"

Sillek holds in a deep breath, purses his lips, then finally responds. "How many arnsnen did we
| ose?"

"Wuy, none, ser."

"How many did they | ose?"

"Three."

Sillek nods. "And what happens if we do this every time they stop, until we chase them back to
their earthen fort?"

"It won't get rid of their fort."

"No ... but if we can kill five or ten troopers every tine we neet and not | ose anyone-how | ong
before Lord Ildyromis going to think about abandoning that fort? W can do the sane to supply
forces, you know?"

"He'll think of sonething, ser.”

"He probably will, and we'll have to think of sonething better."” Sillek notions, and the purple
banners flutter in the light wind as the Lornian forces follow those of Jerans. "Preferably before
he does."

XXV

THE WHI TE- YELLOW sun beat down across the Roof of the Wbrld, and Nylan w ped his forehead,

gl ancing across the fields. The nelting ice fromthe nmountains to the south provi ded sone water
but the two small streans that wound out of the rocks and neandered across the meadow area before
they joined seened to shrink daily. The neadow area around the fields now bore no flowers, only
grass and | ow bushes, except for the stony patches where nothing grew

Nyl an's eyes followed the general path of the streamto the cut on the north end of the eastern
pl at eau where the stream plunged over the edge, dropping in a thin line of silver to the creek bed
on which, far below, lay the gorge that contained Nylan's fledgling brick-making operation. He
hadn't tried the clay piping yet. The bricks were proving difficult enough. He took a deep breath.
Wth the | aser, he could work what seened miracles, so long as the firin cells |lasted, and yet
trying to get the consistency and texture of a denon-damed | owtech brick ..

Wth a shake of his head, Nylan turned, and as he wal ked back fromthe space in the rocks,
feeling relieved, his eyes flicked over the tower. The outer walls were conplete, and so were nost
of the inner walls. Cessya, Huldran, and Weblya had the roofing tinbers in place, and the three of
them were working on the cross-stringers, while he got the tiles ready.

At the southern base of the tower were the stacks of slate tiles that had slowy been split by
Hul dran, Cessya, and Wblya with the sl edge from Skiodra and the wedges he had nmade with the |aser-
just waiting to be drilled so that the tower could be roofed.

He swal | owed.

He' d never made provisions for waste disposal in the tower.

"Shit . . ." he nunbled. How could he have overlooked that? It didn't seemall that bad now, in
the warnmth of sumer, but with ice and snow deeper than a man or wonan, or deeper than that, sone
provi sions definitely needed to be thought out-and he hadn't.

He wal ked toward the work yard and studied the tower again.

He coul d convert one of the fourth-level casements into a small facility, with an exterior drop
shaft into a cistern-type enclosure with a drain for Iiquids. Maybe he could add another on the
fifth level. But sonme sort of bathhouse or the |ike would have to be separate, and for safety's
sake, have a separate water line-plus a covered and wal |l ed passage that could be bl ocked off in
cases of attack, if necessary. Sone part of the bathhouse probably ought to have | aundry tubs, as
wel | .

How ... how coul d he have overl ooked those needs, and what el se had he overl ooked? Then again
the difficulty of covering the piping and the heights had forced himto put the tower's cistern on
the | ower |evel

Back in the yard, he rechecked the power |evels on the block of firin cells-down to thirty
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percent-nental ly cal cul ati ng and deci ding he nmight, nmight, make it through the day before
replacing the block. He'd also planned to use the laser to craft another blade or two-Ryba was
insisting that he needed to provide nore weapons before the | aser gave out. In between tines, he'd
al ready managed to forge nearly a dozen of the black blades that all the narines clanored for
After scratching the flaking and itching sunburned skin on his forearm he inspected the laser's
power head with both eyes and his senses, still trying every trick he could think of to eke out the
best use of the stored power that he was running through faster than the energency generator would
ever be able to recharge-assuning the | aser even outlasted . the generator.

Nylan finally eased the | aser on and focused the beam as nmuch now with his mnd as with the
manual controls, to drill the necessary holes in the slate roofing tiles that Stentana woul d stack
as he finished each.

The barrel of heavy spike nails that Ayrlyn had charmed out of a traveling trader two days
toward the plains of Gallos was definitely going to be a help. Mking nails was not sonething he
even wanted to try with a |l aser, assum ng he could even figure out how. The transaction, according
to Narliat, had taken not only Ayrlyn's charm but nore than a gold in coin-and a gold was worth
plenty in this culture- sonmething like a season's work for a | aborer-the | oom ng presence of arned
mari nes, and Narliat's guile. She'd al so cone up with another pair of heavy hammers and a huge

chisel, plus, of course, some food. Nylan had appreciated it all, especially the cask of dried
fruit from sonmepl ace call ed Kyphros.
He was drilling three holes in each slate, after having tested the idea by spiking several to

sections of stringers that had proved fl awed.

Once he got back into the rhythm of the work, Nylan noved through the big slates quickly, and
that was a relief, because he felt everything he could do to stretch nore life fromthe |aser
woul d nake everyone's |ife easier

Intime, his arnms began to ache, as they always did after using the laser, and his vision began
to blur.

G ang! dang! dang! Soneone banged the alarmtriangle.

"Bandits!" yelled another voice, and before Nylan could finish the hole he was drilling and cut
the. power flow and | ook away fromthe | aser, Ryba and a handful of narines were gall opi ng across
t he meadow and up the ridge.

"I thought we got the bandits earlier," said Cessya, westling a rough-cut stringer toward the
makeshi ft earthen ranp that led to the tower door.

"This is probably another group,” pointed out Nylan, his eyes on the additional marines taking
up positions on the rocky heights that controlled the approach to the tower and the nmeadow and
fields. He took a deep swallow fromthe cup and nunched sone of the stale flat bread, feeling
guilty as he did, but knowing that he couldn't do what he did without the additional nourishnent.

"Take a break, Stentana," he suggested. "It'Il be a little bit before | can fire it up again."

" Power, ser?"

"Sort of." He smled wyly, not wanting to explain that he was the underpowered part of the
equi pnent. He wal ked up the ranp and into the shade of the second | evel of the tower, where he sat
on the next-to-the-bottom step

The triangl e sounded again, and Nyl an heaved hinsel f up off the step and back out into the
sunl i ght.

Three riders guided their nounts down toward the landers, following the trail past the tower
yard. On the fourth nount, riderless, a body was slung across the saddle, a body in the black
olive drab of a marine.

"Who?" asked Huldran as Istril led the horse past the tower yard.

Nyl an | ooked at the |aser and then toward Istril and the dead marine, but the body was
f acedown.

"Frelita."

Nyl an didn't know the nmarine by name, since he hadn't learned themall, but he'd probably
recogni ze her face-or recogni ze when she wasn't there at dinner. For a tine, the tower crew
wat ched the horses and their riders.

"We can't help themby looking," Nylan finally said.

"I''I'l be glad when the tower's finished," added Hul dran

Webl ya | aughed once. "Then we'll have to build a real ranp, and sonme stables. There's a lot to
do."

"How about a bat hhouse with showers?" suggested Nylan. "And a place to do |aundry?”

"Showers with ice-cold water? No, thank you," answered Stentana.

"He's working on a furnace," said Huldran. "Maybe he can give us a hot-water heater."

Nyl an gr oaned.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (57 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

Hul dran grinned. "I can ask, ser."

"Let's worry about getting a solid roof on the tower first."

"Yes, ser." The bl ond squared her shoul ders.

Nyl an finished the |ast of the roof slates before the sun even touched the western peaks, with
enough tine-and power left-for himto shape two nore of the black bl ades, although they couldn't
be used, not easily, until sone of the hides of the big cats killed by Gerlich were tanned-or
until they got sonme kind of leather to wap the hilts.

After that, Nylan stowed the | aser cells back in the space under the tower stairs. Then he
trudged to the upper stream and washed up as well as he could before making his way toward the
cook fires.

Three repeated rings on the triangle called all but the sentries around the fires.

Ryba stood on one of the Iengths of |ogs, and studied the group, waiting for silence. Her face
was grim "Frelita's dead. It didn't have to happen, but she really wasn't paying attention."

" poor woman .
shoul d have wat ched cl oser

"You idiots!" snapped Ryba, her voice cold as a winter gale, cutting off the low murnurs. "D d
you think that after one round of bandits, they'd all go away? W can't afford to | ose one of you
every tinme sone idiot brigand shows up. Do you want to be the next one skewered by one of those
arrows? There's no such thing as one band of brigands in a place like this. You kill one bunch,
and nore show up. And life is so frigging hard here that they don't care nuch if they die, so |ong
as they have sone fun along the way. Fun is food, w ne, beer, and wonen-and they don't care how
they get their women."

Saryn fingered the sharp edge of her blade, one of the better ones Nyl an had done, and one of
the matching pair that the former second pilot wore. "... | do ..."

Her words were as clear as if she had been standing beside Nylan, and he frowned. How had he
heard Saryn so clearly?

Ayrlyn, hal fway between Nylan and Saryn, shook her head, then glanced at the engi neer, raising
her eyebrows. He shrugged back, trying not to cough as the snoke fromthe cook fire twi sted toward
hi m

Perhaps it wouldn't be too |ong before Rienadre and Denalle had fired enough bricks to start
buil ding the big stove and the furnace in the |ower level of the tower. Maybe conpl eting the tower
woul d help with some of the security. He pursed his lips. Wwo was he kidding? Crops had to be
tended. Someone had to hunt. Others had to keep watch. The tower woul d be great against the
winter, and at night-but not that nmuch help in the warm days, except as a hi gher vantage point.

"Wonen are sl aves here-outside of Westwind. And don't you forget it. There are few nen off the

Roof of the World who wouldn't want to kill you, hunble you, rape you-or all three. W' re the evi
angels to a lot of these people. Now we can change that, and we're going to-but we can't do it if
you get yourselves killed." A cast of sadness crossed the captain's face. "I'm sorry about
Frelita. I wish it hadn't happened. And |I'mstill sorry about Desinada. But let's not let it

happen agai n." She stepped down and wal ked t hrough the nmari nes toward Nyl an.

He touched her forearm and she | ooked at him then nodded toward the tower. So they wal ked
back up the gentle slope until the black stones | oonmed over them

"It always takes death or force to get people's attention. And one death sonetinmes doesn't even
do it," Ryba began. "l've got to act |ike some ancient dictator just to get people to follow
conmon sense. "

"Not all of us," suggested Nyl an.

"Thank the darkness." Ryba sighed. "But they conplain about sawi ng pl anks, cleaning saw bl ades
or making bricks. Don't they?"

"Sonetines."

"And what do you tell then®"

"I ask themif they want to spend the winter with a thin [ayer of metal between them and snow
twice their height, eating frozen food and breaking their teeth-if they've got the strength to
eat." Nylan paused. "Selling the tower's easy. They can see it. It's hard to sell alertness, or
general preparedness, or anything people can't touch."

Ryba nodded. "Sonetimes ... sonetinmes, | get so tired."

Nyl an put his arms around her.

She stiffened for a nonment, then relaxed. "Have to renenber to take confort when | can."

"That's all we can do."

After a time, they separated and wal ked slowy back toward the cook fires and a | ate supper
Over head, the cold stars blinked out and shone down on the Roof of the Wrld, each as cold as the
ice that coated Freyja, as cold as the latest cairn in the southwestern corner of the Roof of the
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Wrld, where there were getting to be too many cairns, too quickly.

XXVI |

THE LOW GRAY cl ouds that had brought the |ong-overdue afternoon rain scud eastward and toward the
m ghty Westhorns as Sillek peers on his knees through both the twilight and the chest-high, danp
grasses. Less than a thousand cubits away, across a slight depression, lie the earthen ranparts
that sit on the last raised ground controlling the approach to the ford-and the road to d ynya.
Behi nd the ranparts are several tents, and nore than a handful of |ong rough-planked buil di ngs
with sodded roofs. The air snells of danp grass, soil, and woodsnoke.

"Can you set those buildings on fire, Master Mage?" he asks Terek

"This grass is danmp, ser."

"The buil di ngs?" hisses Sillek.

"Yes, ser, but I'd have to get closer, much closer. They've cut away all the grass-"

"Burned it, | think," corrects Sillek. "You can see in the dark, can't you? Mages are supposed
to be able to do that."

"I'n the dark? You want us to do this in the dark?"

"As | told Koric, I"'mnot a slave to an outnoded code of honor, Master Chief Wzard. That
bastard 11 dyrom di sregarded honor and traditional boundaries when he seized the grasslands west of
Clynya and built this fort to hold them Honor says | should send my arnsnen agai nst a bunch of
mongrel scumto have themkilled? Frig honor. | intend to get the grasslands back w thout killing
ny nen."

Terek shifts his weight fromone knee to the other in the high danp grass, all too aware he
does not wear the hip-length boots that Sillek does.

"When it gets dark, Koric and a handful of the best will escort you and the two other w zards

down as far as you need to go. | want everything in that fort to burn-everything."
"But they'Il flee."
"OF course." Sillek snmles. "I've thought of that, too. Now, let's get back and get ready." He

gl ances to the darkening western horizon, then back to the thin lines of snoke com ng up fromthe
wooden huts behind the earthen walls.
Terek shivers, but follows the lord as the two creep back through the grasses, hoping that the

sentries in the fort can see nothing but grass waving in the evening breeze. " all this
sneaking ..." Terek rmunbles to hinself. "Do you want to ride up front in a charge to take that
fort, Master Wzard?" asks Sillek, still easing through the danp grasses in a crouch, grasses that
bend and then spray Terek with the rain that has coated them Terek wi pes his forehead. "No, ser."

"Then stop conplaining. I"'ma lot nmore interested in winning than in being a dead hero, and,
fromwhat |'ve seen, so are you,"

When they reach the low hill that shelters the Lornian forces, Sillek straightens and massages
hi s back.

Koric waits and listens as Lord Sillek explains.

" won't be too much | onger before it's dark enough for you to start, Koric."

"Yes, ser."

Sillek touches his armand lowers his voice. "Who else can | trust to ensure these ... w zards

do as they're supposed to? | can't spare a score of horse or the archers.”

"I understand, ser. I'Il do ny duty."

Both Sillek and Koric understand the words that Koric does not speak. But | don't have to |ike
it.

"I know," Sillek says. "Just renmenber. It's the results that count." He studies the al nost-dark
sky and the stars that have appeared. "You'd better get started.”

Kori c nods.

Sillek w pes what noisture he can fromhis |eathers, and boots, before nounting and begi nni ng
his instructions to the horse troopers.

As the skies continue to clear, and the white firepoints of the stars blink across the
grassl ands, Koric |eads the three wi zards through the grass. Watch fires glinmer at the four
corners of the fort, spilling Iight into the darkness.

Anot her group from Lornth circles behind the wi zards, heading for the ford in the West Fork.
The dozen men bear | ongbows and filled quivers.

Farther fromthe Jeranyi redoubt, sheltered by the slope of the |and and the, chest-high grass,
Lord Sillek and his horse wait, then he nods, and, alnobst silently, the troopers begin their
roundabout ride to the south side of the road that |eads fromthe ford to the fort.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200%20Angels.txt (59 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

The grass bends and whi spers, showering Hissl with droplets. He wipes his face and foll ows, at
a crouch, Koric and the chief w zard.

"Keep down," hisses Koric. "You mages get us discovered, and you'll spend the next season in
cold iron, if the Jeranyi don't catch us, and do it first."

H ssl takes a deep breath and wi pes nore water out of his eyes. Jissek just puffs along after
Terek. Behind themfollow a half squad of arnmed troopers, also creeping through the danp grass and
dar kness.

"I's this close enough?" asks Koric as he pauses and gl ances toward the watch fires that are
little nore than a hundred cubits away, their flanes flickering in the |ight but steady w nd out
of the west that brings with it the snell of wood fires, probably fromwood ferried downstream
fromthe headwaters of the West Fork. M xed with the wood snoke is the odor of cooking grease.

Hissl licks his lips, trying to ignore the growing in his guts.

"Cl ose enough," admts Terek, "even for Jissek."

"You start when you're ready," orders Koric. "The others will watch for the fires."

"The center building is nostly wood," offers Hissl in a | ow voice.

"Thank you, Master Hissl," responds Terek

"Stop it, you two," nunbles Jissek. "Let's get on with it."

"You al so, Master Jissek," hisses Terek. "I'll do the first, then H ssl, and then you, Jissek
Take your time, and hit something."
Whhsttt!

The first firebolt arcs out of the grass and drops into the fort- slamming into the side of a
bui | di ng where flames lick at the rough-dressed | og wall.

d ang! d ang!

The Jeranyi warning bell echoes through the fort.

More fireballs arc out of the darkness and fall across the buildings within the earthen walls.

The bell clanors nore, then falls silent as the sound of voices and nmuffled orders fill the
once-still evening.

" mount up and fall in!"

"Archers! . .. \Were are the frigging archers?"

"Fire! Water for the cook hall! Fire!"

Three additional fireballs, the first the largest, drop in succession into the fort.

"Aeeeeiiii!" A screamtells that at |east one has struck nore than wood.

The crackling of flanes joins the chorus of orders and the whuffing and whi nnying of hastily
saddl ed mounts. The night air lightens with the growing flanmes fromthe buildings in the fort,
wi th burning canvas, and the snell of snoke thickens as it drifts toward the wi zards.

Anot her round of fireballs flares eastward. After his fourth firebolt, Jissek drops to his
knees and holds his head. Terek snorts and flings another ball of fire toward the fort, and so
does Hissl, who ignores the sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool night w nd.

The flames continue to build, and the cool w nd becomes warm then hot, and the Jeranyi redoubt
bl azes with the Iight of a second sun

Terek grunts as he lets go a last firebolt. "Can't do nmuch nore here."

"Al'l right. Let's nove back. Keep low until we're out of the light."

As all three w zards stunble after the surefooted Koric, the fort's gates open, and the Jeranyi
horse ride quickly down the road toward the ford, in rough ranks, blades glittering in the Iight
of dozens of fires.

The whirring of arrows, |like soft-winged birds, is lost in the clatter and thunp of hooves, in
the | owvoiced orders, and the crackling of the fire. The bodi es slunping in saddles are not.

"Charge the river!" orders a strong tenor voice.

"The river!" adds a second, deeper voice.

The colum straightens, and the Jeranyi forces gallop downhill, hooves thuddi ng on the danp-
packed clay of the road, before splashing through the water and heading into the darkness that
| eads to Jerans.

More soft-wi nged arrows fly out of the darkness into the backlighted horse troopers, and nore
bodies fall from saddl es. Sone few wounded riders are fortunate enough and strong enough to hang
on and keep riding into the safety of the western darkness.

Shortly, the road is enpty, except for nmore than two dozen bodies and two riderless horses.

Behind the enpty road, the pillar of fire that had been a Jeranyi outpost slowy subsides,
consuning as it does all that can burn, and filling dynya, kays downw nd, and the barracks there,
with the odor of snpke and burned neat.

Later, nmuch later, in the small upper roomof the barracks, Sillek snmiles. "That should give
Il dyrom sonet hing to think about."
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Koric nods slowy. "This tine. What if he rebuil ds?"

"This time, the wizards will watch. One of themwll stay here with a detachnent."”

The three wi zards exchange gl ances.

Koric nods slowly. "Mght |?"

"I'f that would pl ease you, Captain." Sillek turns to Terek. "I would appreciate it if Master
Hi ssl m ght serve ny captain Koric here."

"I amnost certain that Master Hissl would be pleased," answers Terek

"Indeed, | would be pleased, Your Gace," responds Hssl. His voice is low, only a shade nore
aninmated than if it were absolutely flat.

In the corner, Jissek wipes his forehead.

XXVI 1]

H GH HAZY CLOUDS hovered above Freyja, noving slowy eastward, and behind them to the west,
lurked a hint of darkness.

Nyl an cleared his throat and checked over his equipnent, fromthe worn gauntlets and the
scrat ched goggl es never designed for such intensive use down to the crude trough of water and
hydraulic fl uid.

He ran his fingers over the blade he was using as a nodel once nore before picking up another
of the endurasteel braces fromthe | anders. H s senses, now nore practiced, studied the netal
checking the inperfections hidden within.

Wth a deep breath, he pulled on the goggles and the gauntlets and touched the power-up studs
on the firin cell bank. After picking up the heavy brace, he readjusted and pul sed the | aser
slowy cutting along the grain of the metal. He'd finally gotten used to guiding a |aser by feel
and he even didn't try to analyze what he was doing too deeply.

When he had conpleted the rough cut, he rel eased the power stud and checked the cut and the
metal -still rough, still partly disordered. Next cane spreading the beamfor a w der heat flow and
to get the heat and power to guide the sem finished shape of the bl ade.

After his round of shaping, he concentrated on the hand guards and tang. As he cut and nelted
the nmetal, he eased the netal into shape and order, trying not to remenber how he once had
snoot hed power fluxes through the Wnter-lance 's neuronet.

Al nost as an afterthought, he tried to bind that... darkness ... that acconpani ed the |ocal net
into the netal. He'd gotten better. Not only did the blade glow with a | anbent darkness, but it
felt more right for him He'd keep this blade and pass the one he had been using al ong.

By the time he'd conpleted and tenpered the bl ade, the power |oss was only about a half percent
fromthe cells- but he was exhausted as he slunped onto one of the extra wall stones and gul ped
down the water fromthe battered and scratched gray plastic cup. Perhaps the extra energy required
by the darkness he had put in the nmetal ?

He licked his dry lips and | ooked across the tower yard. Beyond the extra wall stones were the
thi cker slate chunks that woul d be used for flooring-at least in the |owest tower level and in the
great hall.

The wi nd had picked up, its cooling welcone as it ruffled his unevenly cut short hair. Jaseen
had tried, but the aesthetic effect left sonething to be desired. Not that he cared that much-or
did he?

To avoid that specul ation, Nylan glanced up beyond Freyja, noting that the sky was darkening,
becom ng al nost bl ack upon the nountains that forned the horizon

"Frig . . . he's here early . . . and another niracle bl ade," nunbled Windre to Hul dran as the
two entered the area outside the tower that was coning to be known as the yard. "Don't conpl ain.
Your life just mght rest on those blades. How many rounds are left in your little slug-thrower?"
Hul dran grinned at Nyl an.

The engi neer offered a quick smle in return, then glanced at the roof, where three sides were
conplete, with the black-gray slate tiles spiked in place. Only the east side remai ned unfini shed,
with three lines of tile in place along the bottom stringers.

They' d used nortar to seal the ridges, although Nylan knew sonething nore plastic, |like tar or
pitch, would have been far better-but where could they find that?
"I know. | know, " answered Weindre as she stopped in the yard. "But | feel so awkward with a

pi ece of sharp nmetal in ny hands."
"Better learn to get confortable with it," suggested the stocky blond marine. "Qtherw se you'l
end up |ike Desinada or Frelita."
"You want us like the captain or the second, or Istril? They're scary.

Wei ndre paused. "Even
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t he engi neer-pardon, ser-he's pretty good, and he doesn't practice that nuch,"
A dull runbling echoed off the western peaks, followed by another round of thunder. Three

quarters of the sky was black, but the sun still shone in the east.
He forced hinself up. "I'll need sonme help getting all this into the space in the center of the
tower."

"Ser?" Another roll of thunder pounded out of the nmountains.

"This is going to be a denon-damed storm Let's go! Now "

"Yes, ser." Huldran grabbed Weindre by the arm and the two marines unfol ded the carry-arms for
the firin cell racks.

Nyl an began gat hering tools and | oose objects as the wind began to tear around him

Overhead, the clouds gathered into a dark mass al nost as black as deep space. The wi nd had
risen to a whistling shriek by the time the three had stowed all the equipnent, as well as the
just-finished black bl ade, back in the tower, and Nylan had secured the heavy door

"Now what ?" shout ed Hul dran above the w nd.

The lightning cracked across the sky, the white-yellow bolt reflecting off the ice of Freyja,
the runbling echoing back and forth between the hi gh peaks after each bolt.

"Just stay here in the lower |evel of the tower," suggested Nylan. "W'Il see how well we
built."

Wi ndre | ooked at the two.

"I'd rather be here than in one of those flinmsy |anders,"” snapped Hul dran

Nyl an sat on one of the steps, his eyes resting on the low lines of brick that represented
the base of the stove. The furnace was waiting on the results of his efforts in firing clay
pi pi ng.

Wei ndre gl anced up the stairs, then followed Hul dran over to a side wall. Unlike Nylan, neither
sat-they just stood listening to the storm

H s eyes closed as he | eaned back agai nst the stones, Nylan let his senses follow the patterns
of the storm Even w thout straining, he could feel the interplay of chaos and order, like the
power flows that occurred when the angels' de-energizers fought with the mirror towers of the
denons. He doubted he'd sense that type of battle again, not with technol ogy, anyway.

Li ke ice knives, the rain slashed down, heavy droplets dashing agai nst the stone walls of the
tower, then running in rivulets downward.

d ack! d ack!

Fi st-sized hail stones banged of f the stones of the tower walls.

A small trickle of water, blown through the unfini shed mai n doorway, began to drop from one
side of the stairwell above, down onto the packed clay of the tower's |owest |evel. Before |ong,
the drops becane a stream

The wind continued to how, and Nylan w shed that he'd insisted that the big front door be
finished and hung. He still hadn't done much nore on the waste-disposal problemthan rework the
two casenents.

The water had fornmed a | arge puddle, alnost a snmall pond in the |owest part of the tower
basenment, that grew as Nyl an wat ched.

Al nost as suddenly as the storm had begun, the clacking of the hail stones died away, and the
wi nd's whistling dropped off.

Nyl an stood and eased his way up the steps and onto the water-soaked tinbers and stone
subflooring of the tower's entry level. Fromthe doorless front portal, he |ooked out across the
Roof of the World. The |lower corners of the larger field were little nore than knee-deep gullies,
| eadi ng i nto a man-deep canyon that ran right off the edge of the plateau. Even in the middle of
the northernnost fields, sone of the small potato nodul es were hal f-exposed, hangi ng out over
ditches. Only the stone cairns-one large and eight smaller ones-|ooked untouched. That fi gured.

Nyl an shrugged and wal ked out into the drizzle, then | ooked back at the tower. The walls seened
solid, and the foundations untouched, although the open casements on the upper |evels were dark
with noisture. Hi s eyes went higher. Fromwhat he could tell, only the lower line of slate tiles
on the east side had been damaged, and about half, a good twenty, were either askew or m ssing.

Nyl an hoped the | aser |asted |onger, because trying to hand bore or punch those slates would
create a lot of broken tiles-and nore than a little wasted effort for Weblya, Huldran, and Cessya.

"Shit!" Huldran's voice was bitter.

"That's only a handful of roof tiles,” Nylan pointed out, turning back toward the | anders and
trying to ignore a sense of |oss as he plodded through ankl e-deep water and nud. He didn't know
what he shoul d-or coul d-do, but he needed to find out the rest of the damage.

"Yes, ser, but we didn't need any of this." Huldran wal ked at his el bow..

"Probably not. W should have expected it, though. | imagine fall, winter, and spring are al
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this violent, if not worse."
"Hate this place."
"You' d rather be down on the plains, nelting into a pile of goo?"
"The whole friggin' planet, ser."
"None of us planned this. W do what we can." And hope that it's enough and that we didn't do

anyt hing too stupid, he added to hinself. "We'Il need to run w der diversion ditches around the
field to stop this sort of thing."
Heaps of hail lay strewn everywhere across the neadow, and the drizzle that kept falling was

tinged with ice flakes. Ryba | ooked up froma prone figure where she and Jaseen, the conbat

medt ech, struggled. "W need dressings, Nylan. Gerlich's out hunting, and he knew the storage plan
by heart. Try lander three. Huldran, can you take charge of the diversion in the fields so that we
don't | ose any nore crops?"

"Yes, ser." The blond mari ne was novi ng as she spoke. "WIIl do." As Nylan turned to go for the
medsuppl i es, he asked, "What happened?"

"One of those skinny little trees with the gray |eaves- the stormripped off a top branch
Kadran didn't even see it conming in the wind and rain. Went through her shoulder like a set of
barbed arrows."

Nyl an wi nced, but stepped up his pace. He was hal fway through the second bin in |ander three
when Ayrlyn joined himand started at the other end of the bins.

Nyl an ran through an energency nedical kit. "There are a couple of mnodul es nissing here.”

"Don't bother with that, Nylan." Ayrlyn frowned. "Geat help here. This one says it's the
energency surgery section, and here's the section for energency childbirth. Someone's been into
it, but it's been resealed."

"Be a while before we need that." Nylan glanced through the | ander door, but did not see the
all -too-visibly-pregnant Ellysia. "How Gerlich . . ." He turned back and di scarded the single
remai ni ng bone-splint kit.

"There are sonme stupid ones left. Every generation there always are. Not nmany, but she'd never
considered birth control. Now, what about this-standard first aid-"

"That's it. W need to run that over to Jaseen."

"I'"l'l do that. See if you can find any nore. W might need them Wo knows what happened to
those who were caught out in the open?" Ayrlyn grasped the seal ed package and | eft while Nyl an
careful ly worked through the dw ndling medical supplies, before finding another seal ed package of
surgical dressings. He decided agai nst taking them but set the package in the nowenpty first bin
before | eaving the | ander.

In the short tinme he'd been in the |ander, Ryba had nmanaged to start the process of restoring
order. Kyseen was rebuilding the cook fire, and straightening up that area, while Hul dran had
managed to divert the main flow of water fromthe bean field and had a crew working on the
pot at oes.

Ryba was checki ng over the mounts, and Istril headed off with two others to see about rounding
up two nounts that had | eft the makeshift corral

Everything, except the tower, it seened, was nmakeshift, and he still didn't have the denon-
dammed thing finished- or even the plans worked out for the bathhouse and | aundry addition and the
jakes in the tower.

Slowly he wal ked back to the tower, where the lower level lay filled with puddles, one of them
al rost a half cubit deep. Drains. He had forgotten drains-another mistake to be rectified.

When he reached the tower yard, and the slowy vani shing puddl es, he turned and | ooked up
studying the rain, nowonly falling steadily in a form somewhere between a fine mst and a heavy
drizzle. The piles of white hailstones, |ike bleached bones, stood out on the green of the nmeadow.

Then he wal ked up into the tower and started up the stairs to check on the damage to the east
r oof .

As he clinbed, he wondered about his brick-making and the crude oven, then shook his head. That
had been low tech, and if the rains had carried it away, he would find a way to rebuild it.

XX X

H SSL STARES I NTO t he gl ass, |ooking at the waving stal ks of grass, and at the burned fort, with
the few wi sps of smoke still threading into the sky. Concentrating again, he waits for the inage
tore-form and it does, showing an enpty road that would lead to Berlitos, should he desire the
glass to follow the track.

There are no signs of the Jeranyi. Hissl tugs at his chin. Ildyromnust have pulled back a | ong
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ways, perhaps as far as Berlitos.

The wi zard frowns, and the white msts fill the glass, eventually showing a |ine of horse
troopers trudgi ng down a forest road behind the fir-tree banner. Since there are no forests near
Clynya, that neans Ildyromhas in fact stopped pressing his claimon the grassl ands-for now.

The white w zard shakes his head. "You'll be stuck here for seasons-seasons, angel-dam!" Hi s
words are |l ow, but they hiss with frustration

He | ooks around the small room then out the narrow wi ndow into the blue of the norning and
over the |l ow thatched roofs of dynya toward the West Fork he cannot see fromthe second story of
the barracks. As he does, the inmage fades fromthe gl ass.

"Terek . . . with you scheming in Lornth, howw Il | ever get out of here? If |I'm successful
Il dyromwon't get the grasslands back, and I'Il be stuck here. If I"'mnot. . ." He shakes his head
and | ooks down at the blank gl ass.

In tine, he studies the mirror once nore, and the mists swirl, and in the mdst of the swirling
white appears the Roof of the Wrld, and the black tower that stands, despite the storm and the
silver-haired figure in olive-black who trudges up the stone steps. The gl ass al so shows the aura
of darkness that surrounds the man in the gl ass.

"A mage, and he knows it not." After a time, Hissl gestures, and the i nage vani shes, | eaving
only a blank and flat nmirror on the snmall table.

Finally, he smiles, tightly, thinking about bandits and the Roof of the World.

XXX

STANDI NG QUTSI DE THE | ander, with the light wind that prom sed fall ruffling his hair, Nylan
slowy finished the gruel that passed as norning porridge, along with cold bread, his thoughts on
the tower once nore.

Hul dran and the others had been | ess than pleased when Nyl an had insisted on putting a drain in
the bottom of the tower, nor had Ryba been happy when he had used the laser to drill through some
of the rock.

"A waste of power
Nyl an di sagreed-the | owest |evel of the tower needed to be dry. Danpness destroyed too many
things. He swallowed the last bite of the lunpy gruel with a shudder and gl anced toward the tower.
At | east the roof and doors were in place, and he could concentrate on making the place livable.
Qutside the front door, Cessya and Wbl ya had al ready begun to haul stones in to fill the space

between the walls of the causeway.

The engi neer wal ked over to the wash kettle and rinsed the wooden platter before racking it. He
hoped that they could finish the tower kitchen before | ong-but he needed to work out the probl ens
with making the water pipes. If the climate were warmer he could have just built a covered
aqueduct, but that would freeze solid for half the year.

He wal ked back toward Ryba, his eyes rising back toward the dark stones of the tower that was
sonmehow tall, squat, and massive all at the same tine.

"What are you thinking?" asked Ryba. "You're not really even here."

"About water pipes, kitchens, laundry." He paused. "About building a bathhouse or whatever."

"l suppose you want to start a soap factory, too."

"Someone el se can worry about that. |'m an engi neer, not a chenmist."

"Good." She | aughed harshly. "The bandits are whittling away at our amunition. We need nore
bl ades. Can you coax out another two dozen?"

"Anot her two dozen? Don't nost of the marines have one?"

"They' Il need two."

Nyl an pursed his lips. "I can do sone. | don't know how many. | thought the cells would be the
problem but there's a raggedness in the powerheads."

"And you had to drill a drain?"

"Yes . . . if you didn't want all the supplies to nold and nil dew. "

She shook her head. "You're stubborn."

"Not so stubborn as you are." Nylan wondered how | ong before everyone would think he was
obsessed with building, if they didn't already. Wy didn't they see that they had one chance-j ust
one?

A single clang on the triangle echoed through the norning. Ryba and Nyl an | ooked up to see
Llyselle ride across the neadow. Llyselle bounced slightly in the saddle, but Nylan knew that he
bounced even nore when he rode. He didn't have Sybran nomad bl cod-or training. The tall, silver-
hai red marine reined up outside the cooking area, but before she could di snbunt, Ryba stood there,
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Nyl an not far behind her.

"There's a herder down there, waving a white flag," Llyselle announced. "He's got sone sheep or
goats, and sonething in cages."”

"Let's hope he wants to sell sonething." Ryba pointed at the nearest nmarine-Siret. "Go find
Narliat, and Ayrlyn, and ask themto join us."

"Yes, ser." Siret glanced at Nylan with a strange look in her deep green eyes, then turned
away, but Nylan could tell she was definitely thicker in the midsection, unlike Selitra. Yet
Selitra had been sleeping with Gerlich, and she didn't seem pregnant. But Siret, the silent silver-
hai red guard?

Before long, Narliat |inped up, using a cane, but w thout the nakeshift |eg cast he had worn
for so | ong.

Ryba repeated Llyselle's explanation

"Mpst herders would not cone this high with you angels here. Once this was good sumrer pasture,
but now .. ."The former armsman shrugged. "Ti mes have been hard, and your coins are good. He would
not have to drive animals all the way to Lornth or to Gallos. The cages-they might be chick-ins."

"What does the white banner nean?" asked Ryba.

"Ser Marshal, it means he wants to get your attention. Beyond that? | do not know. "

"Hrmmm ... we need all the supplies we can buy or grow, and they probably won't be enough.™
Ryba gl anced up at the tower and then back to Ayrlyn and Narliat. "How do we approach this
her der ?"

"You wal k down with a handful of people, | suppose,” began Ayrlyn.

"Just one or two-not the nmarshal or the mage," added Narliat. "Powerful angels should not start
negoti ations with herders."

"We did with Skiodra," pointed out Ryba.

"That, it was different, because it was under a trade flag and Skiodra was hinself there, and
he is a powerful trader."

"If you say so." Ryba gl anced around. "All right. Everyone! Get your weapons. Let's hope we

won't need them Meet by the triangle at the watch station on the right... by the road to the
tower." She turned to Fierral. "Were's Gerlich?"
"Where he is every norning. Qut hunting." The head narine's voice bore overtones of disgust.

"If he shows up ... tell him too."

Nyl an hurried to the | ander where he reclaimed his sidearmand the bl ade he had forged, which
was too small for the overlarge scabbard. He tried not to fall over the damed thing every tinme he
wore it. Ryba m ght never be w thout her weapons, but he couldn't work with a pistol at his side
and a bl ade bangi ng his |eg.

Ryba had the big roan saddl ed when he reached the watch station

The herder waited below at the foot of the ridge. Cccasionally, the man | ooked up the sl ope,
then back at the milling sheep, or shifted his weight as he | eaned agai nst the side of the cart.

Finally, after talking to Fierral and Istril, Ryba nodded

Carrying the small circular shields they had reclained fromthe last brigands, with Narli at
between them Berlis and Ri enadre wal ked down the ridge toward the herder, who had a white banner
| eaned against his cart. Beyond the herder were perhaps five ewes with their |anbs.

Nyl an and Ryba watched fromthe rocks at the top of the ridge as the three neared the herder
The herder and the three talked, with Narliat doing nost of the speaking. Finally, Berlis turned
uphi I I and gestured.

Nei t her Nyl an nor Ryba could make out the words.

"Do you think it's all right?" asked the captain.

"I don't know, but nothing's going to happen if sonmeone doesn't head down there. From what
Berlis is trying to tell us, the trader won't trade unless a nore inportant person appears."”

"I don't like this," muttered Ryba.

"Al'l right, ride down. That gives you nore nobility-and have Istril and sonme of the others
ready to charge like those old Sybran cavalry."”

"Very funny."

"W need the sheep, and naybe those chickens, and you know it. So does the herder. He's
ganbling that you just won't steal them You're ganbling that it's not sone kind of setup.”

"Wsh | could see ... everything ..."

Bel ow t hem Berlis gestured again.

"You can't?"

"It comes and goes, and sone of it... nmakes no sense. Sone is too clear." Ryba vaulted into the
saddle. "Fierral! Istril! Stand by. Llyselle, you ride with me-on the right."

Nyl an noted that the trees at the base of the ridge were on the right, but before he could
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speak the two started down the ridge, riding slowy. He kept watching, but nothing changed. The
herder watched as the two riders neared, and so did Berlis and Ri enadre.

Abruptly, Llyselle's horse reared, sending the silver-haired marine flying. Ryba bent lowin
the saddle, turned her roan toward the trees, and charged.

"Let's go!" Fierral and the others gall oped down the ridge.

Feeling as if he were naking a big mistake, Nylan foll owed on foot. He was hal fway down the
ridge, his worn boots skidding on the rocky ground before he realized he was al one.

Ahead, the mounted marines charged into the trees. Nylan heard the reports of the sidearns and
saw the sun flash off Ryba's blade. He kept noving, but, by the time he neared the herder's cart,
the action was over

Llyselle was linping toward the cart, |ooking uphill past Nylan, and the engi neer turned and
saw Ayrlyn riding down, carrying two |arge plastic sacks with green crosses on them nedi ca
supplies or dressings. Nylan w shed he'd been smart enough to think of a horse or nedica
supplies, or sonething. Instead, he'd just run into the mddle of what could have been troubl e,
too late to hel p and w thout any support.

He pursed his lips as Ayrlyn rode past. There was still trouble. Llyselle was holding her right
arm cradling it, as though it were broken or injured, and Narliat and the herder were still under
the cart. Fierral and Istril had charged of f downhill through the trees.

Nyl an kept wal ki ng, his eyes checking on all sides. As he neared the cart and the begi nning of
the forest on his right, he saw several bodies near the trees, and one on the open ridge ground,
with two nmarines beside her.

The downed marine was Stentana-an arrow through her eye. An arrow, for darkness' sake.

Nyl an counted ei ght brigand bodi es and, his eyes el sewhere, alnost tripped over his scabbard.
He caught hinself and turned at the sound of hooves, reaching for the blade, but the riders were
Istril and Fierral, and they led two nore horses, each with a body slung across it.

Nyl an turned toward the cart. There Ayrlyn was treating a wound caused where an arrow seened to
have ripped into Berlis's thigh. Llyselle stood beside Berlis, waiting.

"Strip the bodies and make a cairn down there, over by the rocks," conmanded Ryba. "No sense in
draggi ng them up the nountainside. Take all their clothes. W need rags as well as anythi ng- but
the clothes all need washing, and then sone."

Since he didn't seemto have been nuch use, Nylan plodded toward the woods, and grabbed one of
the bodi es by the boots and dragged the corpse toward the rocks where Ryba had pointed, but toward
an area where snall boul ders seened nore plentiful. Dammed if he were going to make burial hard on
hinself, not for men killed as a result of their own failed anbush.

Nyl an forced hinself to strip the bandit, barely nore than a youth despite the straggly beard
and the.scar across one cheek. The bandit's purse held only two silvers and a worn copper, but
both silvers were shiny. The man wore a quiver, but had dropped his bow sonewhere. He had no
bl ade, just a knife that was badly nicked. As for clothing, he had worn a tattered and faded half
cl oak that had once been green of sonme shade, a ragged shirt, once brown, trousers, also once
brown, but of a differing shade, and two nmi smatched boots, both with holes in the soles. No
undergarnments, and no jewelry.

After |ooking at the threadbare garnments and cl oak, Nylan agreed with Ryba's assessnment of
their use as rags. He al so wondered how many vernin the clothes harbored. At the sane tine, in a
way, he felt sorry for the dead man. Life couldn't have been that easy for him

"Anot her attack?" Gerlich had ridden in fromthe trail to the west, the one that |ooped north
fromthe ridge before descending and turning west, unlike the other two-one of which descended
around the | ower east side of the ridge and eventually led to Nylan's brickworks. Across his
saddl e lay three large and brown-furred rodentli ke creatures, already gutted.

"This one was a little different," Nylan explained as Siret dragged another body across the
ground and let it fall next to the one Nylan had stripped. "They used that herder there as bait."

"Dunp the clothes there in that pile," ordered Fierral, still nounted, and pointed to the stack
Nyl an had nade.

"What about the coins and other stuff?" asked Siret.

"You can keep a knife-if you don't have a belt knife," answered Ryba. "If you do, pass it to
sonmeone who doesn't. You can keep the | ocal coppers, too. Share themif you think you can. G ve
any silvers or golds to the conmofficer- Ayrlyn. W'll need those to buy food and supplies-from
the next honest trader."

"They seemto have things well in hand," observed CGerlich

The herder and Narliat had crawl ed out frombeneath the cart. Berlis and Ri enadre stal ked
toward them So did Huldran and another seven narines. The herder | ooked up at the circle of
mari nes. Then he slunped into a heap.
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"He's just fainted," said Ayrlyn softly.

"Never saw angry women with bl ades," snorted Ryba. "Wat about the others?"

"I did nothing," pleaded Narliat. "Nothing, | swear it."

"Just stuff it," growed Berlis as Ayrlyn sprayed a disinfectant into the guard' s wound. "Don't
tell me how you didn't see it comng."

LIysell e | eaned agai nst the side of the cart, her face paler than her silver hair.

Br amwwkkk . . . awwkkkk . . . Fromthe handful of cages behind the injured marine canme the
sound of chi ckens.

"Are there any other bandits around?" Ryba asked Fierral

"Istril and | chased down the two who ran. Istril was conplaining that she had to shoot them
She didn't want to waste the ammunition."”

"W need to think about bows," snapped CGerlich as he eased his horse next to Ryba's. "W need
sone sort of |ong-range weapon."

"There are four or five here. Two got broken,"” announced Siret.

"We'd better start learning to use them" suggested Cerlich

Nyl an frowned. Gerlich was right. But could he build a better bow? One with a | onger range? Qut
of sonme of the conposites in the |ander?

"Look out," whispered Istril.. "The engineer's got that |ook again."

"What about these damed sheep?" asked Gerlich, gesturing around at the near dozen ewes and
| anbs.

"They're all ours," snapped Ryba. "We'll let the herder go."
"Don't forget the chickens,” Nylan said. "Good source of protein."
"Pay himone copper. | only suggest,"” Narliat added hastily as Berlis glared at himwhile

Ayrlyn continued w apping a tape dressing around the wounded narine's thigh

"Local custonP" asked Nyl an

"It is traditional for treachery. He cannot claimhe was not paid."

"Fine. Nylan-you and Ayrlyn take care of it," said Ryba. "Just make sure he understands."

"He al ready understands,” said Ayrlyn. "That's why he passed out."

Ryba pointed toward Denal |l e and Ri enadre. "You two, and anyone el se you can round up, figure
out how to get these animals up over the ridge and into the grass on the west end. W can use the

manure to fertilize the crops-or maybe conpost it sone way for next year. |'mno herder, but
they'lIl provide neat at the | east and maybe wool, if we can figure out what to do with it." She
gestured up the ridge.

"Yes, ser." The two nodded and | ooked at the sheep, then slowy circled downhill of the mlling
ani mal s.

The herder npaned, and Berlis |evered her blade out, wincing, but the point was firmas it
rested against the herder's neck. The nman's eyes bul ged.

"Co ahead. Explain it to him Narliat," Ayrlyn suggested. She runmaged through the prepackaged
medi cal gear.

"l have no copper."”

Nyl an fished out the purse he had taken fromthe dead bandit, extracted the single copper, and
handed the worn coin to Narliat. "There."

Narliat |ooked at Nylan, turned to the herder, then to Berlis. Berlis retracted the sword. The
herder swall owed, but did not nove.

"Sit up,"” Nylan conmmanded in his poor Anglorat-good enough because the herder sat up slowy.
"CGo ahead,"” the engineer told Narliat.

"This is your payment. It is full paynent for your treachery. There is no other paynent, save
death, should you reject this coin."

The herdsnman gul ped, | ooking toward Ryba. "Kind lady . . . they nmade nme. They woul d have kill ed
me. My ewes, they are half ny flock ... nmy children will suffer . .. Take the fow ... take them as
my gift, but... the flock . . . ?"

Ryba's eyes were as hard as enerald. "Your treachery has killed a dozen nen, not that they were
worth much, and one of ny marines, who was worth nuch. Another has lost the use of her arm and a
third took an arrowin the thigh. Don't talk of suffering.”

Narliat |ooked at Nylan, and the engineer realized that the herder had not understood a word.
"Qur people have suffered fromyour treachery," Nylan explained in Od Anglorat. "You hel ped nmake
that treachery. The nmarshal has been generous. WII| you take paynent or death?"

Narliat's slight nod confirmed that Nylan's words net the formula.

"And, " Nyl an added, though he could not have said why, "do not think to take the coin and
reject the offer. Do not take the coin and curse us. For then you will live all your days as
t hough you had died, and you will be tortured endlessly." He could feel sonething flash before-or

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (67 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

fromhis eyes
The herder fell forward in another dead faint.
"Friggin torps,"” said Berlis. "Man has no guts. Faints twi ce, and nothing touched him™
"The . . . mage . . . did," stuttered Narliat. "He-the herder-will never think a dangerous
t hought again."
"I npressive," said Ayrlyn

The herder groaned and slowy picked hinself up. "The coin ... the copper . .. please ..
pl ease .. ."

Narliat handed hi mthe copper

"Please . . . can | take ny cart? Please let ne depart."

"Go on," said Ryba.
The herder | ooked at Nyl an
"CGo. Never forget."

"No, great one. No. No." The herder shivered as he slowy unstacked the four crates, each
with a pair of chickens with reddi sh-brown feathers. Then he took the pony's reins and untied them
fromthe stake in the ground. Leaving the white banner on the ground, he led the cart away,
| ooki ng back over his shoul der every few paces.

"We need a cart," Nylan said, |ooking at the departing herder

"A cart?" asked Ayrlyn

"For firewood, bricks, you nane it.

"Fine," laughed Ayrlyn. "Saryn and | will work on it."

"You?"

"Way not? If you can build towers and forge swords, surely two of us can find a way to build a
sinmple cart."”

"Now t hat you've disposed of those logistics, how did you manage that last bit of terror
Nyl an?" asked Ryba.

Ayrlyn frowned, but stepped back fromthe nmarshal as Ryba edged the roan closer to the

engi neer.
"What ?"
"Terrifying that poor sot."
"He's not a sot, ser," said Berlis. "He's a worthless hunk of nmeat." Then she paused. "I have

to admit that the engineer scared ne for an instant, and | didn't even know what he was saying."
"I"mwaiting, Nylan," said Ryba lightly.
The engi neer finally shrugged. "A little applied psychology and a nenacing tone in a foreign
accent." H s head throbbed slightly as he said the words, and he frowned.
"Psychol ogy, ny left toe," nmuttered Ayrlyn under her breath. "Wzardry, plain and sinple."
Nyl an flushed, but Ryba had eased her mount back slightly and missed the byplay. The engi neer

said nore loudly, to catch Ryba's ear, "I still need to go down and check the brickworks. There's
nothing I can do here right now, and | want to get the tower ready to live in."

Ryba opened her nouth, closed it, then said, "All right. | trust you'll use your senses to
scout the way."

The slight enphasis on "senses" was not |ost on the engineer, and he nodded. "I will, Mrshal."

"Thank you, Honored Mage." She flushed at the title. "And Istril and Siret can ride with you."
She | aughed. "The silver angels."

Nyl an frowned before he realized that the three of themall had the bright silver hair created
by the underjunp that had brought themto the Roof of the World.

"Siret can take Llyselle's nount,"” continued Ryba. "You can try one of the captured ones. They
| ook spiritless enough even for you."

Nyl an nodded. "That's fine."

" what was all that about?"

Nyl an caught the question Siret whispered to Ayrlyn as he clinbed into the saddle of the old
bay.

"Alittle formality, that's all," Ayrlyn answered Siret in a dry tone.

After settling hinself into the saddle, Nylan gingerly flicked the reins of the bay and
followed Berlis and Istril toward the descending ridge road. As he bounced al ong, he wondered why
he'd insisted on going to the brickworks. Was he worried that the brigands had found it and
damaged it? Or because he had to do sonething after |ooking so stupid?

Bel atedly recalling Ryba's adnmonition, he tried to sense beyond the trail that was still not a
road, for all the travel between the clayworks and the tower. Slowly, he caught up with the
mari nes.

"Il go first," suggested Istril, "then the engineer."
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Nyl an started to object, then shut his nmouth. If anything went wong, with only three of them
it didn't really matter where he rode. Besides, given all the dead brigands, why woul d any who had
survived stick around?

"Hate this frigging place," said Siret, now riding behind Nylan. "Everyone out to kill us, just
because we' re wonen."

"They seemto want to kill me and Gerlich as well,"” Nylan answered. "And Merlin m ght have had
sonething to say about it. They don't seemto |ike any strangers."

"You're different, ser.

"Even Narliat?"

"He's the sane as the rest. He's just scared stiff of us, especially the captain, the second,
and you, ser. Especially you, ser."

Wiy hi n? Ryba was far deadlier than Nylan. Wiy, Nylan couldn't hit someone with a sl ug-thrower
at nearly point-Dblank range.

The three rode down fromthe next rise in the rising and falling trail, and when Nyl an gl anced
back, he saw only the sky, the plateau rocks, and the trees. Istril had opened nore distance
bet ween them and her head swung fromside to side, her head cocked al nost as though she were
trying to listen for trouble or even sniff it out.

Nylan tried to foll ow her exanple, |ooking, sensing ..

They continued down the winding trail, nearly silently, when a vague sense of unease drifted,
as if on the wind, toward Nyl an. He squinted, and | ooked toward the tall evergreens to the left,
but the silence was absolute. That bothered him All he could snell was the scent of pine, of fir

Siret's voice held | ess anger. "The nmen here . .. they're not human."”

But there was sonething . .. sonmewhere .

"Ser!" cried Siret.

Even before her words, Nylan had seen the flicker of notion to the left of the trail. As he
yelled "Istril!"™ he turned in the saddl e and drew and threw his blade toward the man who had
stepped cl ear of the thick underbrush and | evel ed the bow at the slender marine who led the three
angel s.

In a fashion simlar to working the ship's power net and the laser, Nylan snoothed the air flow
around t he spinning blade, extending its range, and sonehow ensuring that the point struck first.

"Uhhh!" The brigand crunpl ed.

Nyl an rode toward the forest, sending his senses into the trees, but felt no others nearby.
Siret had ridden up beside him her slug-thrower out in one hand. Istril had wheel ed her horse,
ducki ng | ow agai nst her mount's back as she rode up

Bef ore the engineer and Siret reached the bandit, the figure convul sed, and a wave of whiteness
flared across Nylan. He shivered and barely hung on to the saddle as the power of the death he had
created washed over him

"Ser? Are you all right?" Istril reined her nmount up beside Nyl an

"He's fine," affirned Siret.

"Fine . . . now," said Nylan after drawing a deep breath, trying not to shake as he forced
hi msel f out of the reflex step-up that he hadn't even realized that he had triggered. He took
anot her deep breath and gl anced down at the dead brigand's young face-another man barely out of
youth, looking for all the world alnost |ike the one he had stripped farther up the nountain.
Brothers? Or did a | ot of dead bearded young men just |ook alike? He took another slow deep
breat h, wi shing he had sonething to eat or drink

Way all the bandits? Surely, the word was out that it was dangerous to take on the angels up in
t he nount ai ns?

"You stopped him He was going to shoot ne, wasn't he?" asked Istril.

"Yes."
"Frigging right," added Siret, the deep green eyes cold.
"How di d you know he was here?" asked Istril, adding belatedly, "Ser?"

"I just sort of felt that someone was here." Nylan di snobunted and eased his blade fromthe
bandit's chest, then wiped it clean before replacing it in the scabbard that the blade did not
really fit. "And | couldn't reach him Gerlich was right. W need | onger-range weapons."

Istril studied himand pointed. "You have your sidearm"

Nyl an swal l owed. "I guess | really didn't think. So I threw the blade. | hoped it woul d
distract him anyway."

H s head throbbed with the lie. He'd hoped to kill the bandit, plain and sinple, and
instinctively he'd known that he couldn't have with the slug-thrower. He'd always been a | ousy
shot. So he added, "I hoped it would kill him but |I wasn't sure | could do it. Not with a
pistol." Wth his uttering of the truth, the sharp throbbing in his skull faded into a dull ache
The engi neer rubbed his forehead. What was happening to hin? Throw ng bl ades on a | owtech pl anet,
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getting headaches fromlies, forging blades with magi c-or the equival ent, know ng that he could
kill with a blade and not a sidearm WAs he dream ng? Was he dead?

He shook his head. The pain, the aches, the constant tension-they all seenmed too real for death
or dreans.

"Are you certain you're all right?" Istril's eyes continued to survey the forest to their left,
then the cliffs to the right.

"Yes. Mostly." Nylan bent and went through the brigand' s purse. A few coppers, and three shiny
silvers. Athin gold ring. A beat-up knife. He checked the clothing and boots. "Boots worn through
and stuffed with some old |eather.” He stood and sniffed. "He had to have a nount sonewhere.”

The engi neer cast out his senses again, searching not for nore brigands, but the horse. "I'm
not sure, but | think his mount is tethered back there."

"What about nore bandits?" asked Istril.

"W thought we had themall," said Siret, "and this one popped up."

The engi neer shook his head. "There aren't any. Not alive."

"Narliat says you're a wizard, too-a black one. Do you know what that means?" Istril glanced
back toward the trail and then focused on Nyl an

"No." Nylan took the reins and began to | ead his nount through the trees toward the horse
tethered behind a massive pine just past a |arge boulder sunk in pine needles. "A black w zard?
I've got enough trouble just being an engineer."

Istril ducked and rode after him After a nmonent, so did Siret.

XXX

"NOW THAT YQU have reclainmed the grasslands, when will you reclaimthe Roof of the Wirld? And your
father's honor?" The gray-haired Lady Ellindyja shifts her not-inconsiderable bulk on the

uphol stered bench in the alcove. Her fingers dart across the enbroidery hoop, the needl e shining
like a mniature blade that she deftly wields. Sillek stands behind the carved chair with the
purpl e cushion, resting his arns on the back. "The grasslands are reclainmed only so long as Koric
and H ssl remain in dynya. The nonent they |leave, Ildyroms forces will return, in even greater
nunbers, no doubt. | send arnmsnen into the Westhorns, and | won't only | ose the grasslands, but
hal f the | and between C ynya and Rohrn."

"I'f you cannot reclaimthat honor, you rmust do sonmething to solidify your position. You need an
heir, Sillek.” H's nother's voice is flat. "You know you do."

"I also need score five nore armsnen, control of Rulyarth, and Ildyromin his grave."

"Not to nmention regaining control of the Roof of the Wrld." The needle continues to dart
through the white fabric, trailing crimson-red thread.

"As | have told you, nost honored nother, that night be a very bad idea, right now" Sillek
straightens and purses his lips. "A very bad idea."

"A bad idea? To reclaimyour patrinony? Gven all that your father has done for you, Sillek
how coul d you possibly even think that, let alone say it so soon after his last sacrifice for
you?" The glittering needle darts through the fabric like a cavalry blade chasing a fleeing
f oot man.

Sillek waits until the pace of the needle slows. "I took your advice, dear Mther, and we are
al ready reaping its benefit, and it has cost us little."

"Costs? You talk so much of costs.” The needl e shimers, then plunges into the fabric. "Costs
are for merchants, or for scoundrel traders."

"I amnot being clear, | fear."

"Clear? | fear you are all too clear. You will give up your patrinony because your enemnies are
too nmuch for you."

"I do not intend to forfeit my patrinony, Mther dear, and your assunption that | would do so
speaks poorly for ne, and not well for you. | would certainly never wish to relinquish that which
my honored sire had gathered for ny benefit or the benefit of our people.” Sillek wal ks toward the
al cove.

"Coul d you explain your logic to your poor benighted nother, Sillek, Lord of the Real n? How can
you retain your patrinmony when you refuse to reclaimit? Are you a nagi ci an now?" The needl e
stitches another crinson loop in a droplet of blood that falls froma gray sword.

Sillek smiles. "Fromwhat Terek has told me, and from ny other sources, so far the angels on
the Roof of the Wbrld have destroyed at | east three bands of brigands trying to claimny reward-
that reward you suggested so wisely. And two of the | esser angels have been killed, and four or
five wounded, while close to a score of brigands have been destroyed." His smle turns into a
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laugh. "1 couldn't do nearly so well, and |I certainly amin no position to | ose another score
three of trained arnsnen.”

Sillek glances out the window and toward the river. "Next spring . . . after winter up there-
then we'll see.”

"I do hope so, Sillek, dear. | do hope so." The sharp needle stitches in another |oop of bl ood.

Sillek's lips tighten, but he does not speak

XXX

NYLAN OPENED HI S eyes slowy in the gray light that canme through the open tower w ndow. Al though
fall had scarcely arrived, the nights had begun to chill, enough so that the single blanket seenmed
thin, indeed. Blankets were not used in |arge nunbers on spacecraft, and the few that had been
brought down felt |ess than adequate for the wi nter ahead. That neant another set of itens to be
bought fromthe all-too-infrequent traders. Nylan blinked as he wondered how t hey could pay for

all that they still needed.

Al t hough the | anders had been stripped of what would nake the tower nore habitable, that had
provided little enough. The marines occupied the third level of the tower. Gerlich, Saryn, Ayrlyn,
and Narliat occupied part of the fourth level. The fifth was used for m scellaneous storage, and
Ryba and Nylan rattled around in a sixth level that had little in it except for the two | ander
couches | ashed together and a few weapons and personal effects.

Only the shutters on the second and third levels were finished, the results of Saryn's and
Ayrlyn's handicrafts, and there were no internal doors. Rags had been pieced together to curtain
off the two jakes and provide sone privacy. Nylan hoped that they could finish the bathhouse and
additional jakes facilities before too long-not to nention the shutters.

As he noved slightly, Ryba's eyelids fluttered, and she npaned. He waited, but she did not open
her eyes. So Nylan slowy shifted his weight nore in order to | ook out through the casenent. A
trace of white rinme frosted the outer edge of the wi ndow | edge, but the whiteness seenmed to vani sh
as the first direct rays fromthe sun touched the dark stone. The hint of wood snmoke drifted in
the wi ndow, bl own down fromthe chi mey nonentarily.

Over the crude rack in the corner hung their clothes, including the ship jackets that probably
woul d not be heavy enough for the w nter ahead.

Nyl an's eyes shifted back to Ryba's face, to the curly jet-black hair cut so short and the pale
clear skin, to the thin lips and the high cheekbones. Her eyelids fluttered again, and she
gr oaned.

"Not yet... not yet," she nurnured.

Nyl an waited, al nost hol ding his breath.

"No..."

He reached out and touched the cool bare shoulder. "It's all right. It's all right."

Ryba shook her head and noi stened her |ips, but her eyes did not open for a nmonent. Then she
shitted her weight on the | ander couch and | ooked directly at the engineer. "No it's not. | was
dying, and I won't finish everything that needs to be done for Westwind, or for Dyliess."

"I't was just a dream..." Nylan paused. "It was a dream wasn't it?"

Ryba shook her head again, and squinted as she sat up. Then she swung her feet off the couch
letting the blanket fall away from her naked figure, until it covered only her waist and upper

thi ghs. Her back to Nylan, she faced the open w ndow, | ooking out toward the northern peaks that
showed a light dusting of snow fromthe night before. The faintest touch of yellow and brown
ti nged the bushes and neadow grasses.

"It wasn't a dream It was real. My hair was gray, and | was lying here, except | was in a big
wooden bed, and there was glass in the wi ndows, and people in gray |eathers were standing around
me." Ryba shivered and then stood, padding to the clothes rack, where she pulled on her
undergarnents and then the brown | eather trousers and an ol d shirt-both plunder

"If your hair had becone gray, that had to be a long tine fromnow. " He stood and stretched.

"Nylan ... | wasn't finished, and it hurt that | didn't finish."

"Ryba," Nylan offered gently, "no one who really cares about anything is ever finished with
life. And you care a lot." He forced a smile, then began to dress hinself.

Ryba finished with the bone buttons of the trousers and then buttoned the shirt. "You're
probably right, but it was real ... too real."

"Anot her one of your senses of what will happen?”

She nodded. "They cone at odd tines, but sone have al ready happened."

"Ch?" He hadn't heard that part.
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"Little things, or not so little. | saw your tower alnost from the begi nning-and I know what
t he bat hhouse will look like." She sat back on the joined | ander couches that served as their bed
and pull ed on her boots.

"Who is Dyliess?"

"Qur daughter. |I'mpregnant, and she'll be born in the spring, just before the passes nelt."

Nyl an's nouth dropped open. "You ... never "

"She'll be a good daughter, and don't you forget that, Engineer." Ryba smiled. "I wanted the
timng right. You can't do that much in the winter here, and next sumer . .. we'll have a | ot of

probl enms when people realize we're here to stay. They think the winter will finish us, but it
won't."

"Prom se?" he asked.

"I can pronise that, at |east so long as you keep buil di ng.

She stood in the open doorway at

the top of the steps. "I want things to be right for Dyliess, and they will be."
"A daughter ... you're sure?"
"You wanted a son?"
"I never thought-one way or another." He shook his head, still at a loss, still amazed.
"You'll have a son. |I'Il promise that, too." Her voice turned soft, alnobst sad.
"You don't. "
"I know what to promise, Nylan. | do." Her eyes net his, and they were deep and chill, filled

with pain. "There's no tine to be nelancholy, Engineer."

The forced cheer in her voice contradicted her cal mand pale face. As they | ooked at each
other, Nylan could hear the hum of voices frombelow, and the snell of sonething cooking, although
he wasn't sure he was in any hurry to find out what Kyseen had inprovised for breakfast.

"We do our best, Nylan, in spite of what nmay be."

"May be or will be? Can these visions of yours be changed?" Nylan sat down on the couch-bed and
reached for his shipboots, his eyes still on her.

Ryba shrugged. "Maybe | only see what can't be changed. Maybe it can be. | don't know, because
this is sonething new "

"Al'l of this is sonething new.'
feel stones through them

"You need new boots. You ought to check the spares. W've only got about twenty pair left
over."

"l suppose you're right." Nylan stood. "I have to be. I'mthe marshal. You have to, also.
You're the nage. Now that we've settled that, let's see if breakfast is renotely pal atable.” She
started down the steps, the hard heels of her boots echoing off the harder stone, and Nyl an
followed, trying not to shake his head. A daughter, for darkness' sake, and Ryba had naned her
and seen her in a vision of her own death. At that, he did shake his head. The Roof of the Wrld
was strange, and getting stranger even as he |earned nore.

They wal ked toward the pair of tables stretched out fromthe hearth. In a roomthat could have
handl ed a dozen or nore tables that size with space to spare, the two al nost | ooked | ost. The
benches had finally been finished, and for the nonent everyone could sit at the sane tine.

Nyl an pulled on his ship-boots, getting so worn that he coul d

Ryba marched toward the head of the table, but Nylan | agged, still |ooking around the great
room anmazed that they had conpleted so nuch in barely a half year. O course, the tower was
really not much nore than a shell, but still... He snmled for a noment.

Breakfast in the great hall had gotten regularized-a warmdrink, usually a bitter grass and
root tea; cold fried bread; some small slices of cheese; any neat |left over from supper-if there
had been neat served-and sonething hot, although it could be as odd as batter-dipped and fried
greens or kisbah, a wild root that Narliat had insisted was edi ble. Edible kisbah m ght be,
reflected Nylan, but sonething that tasted |like onions dipped in hydraulic oil had little nore to
recomend it than basic nutrients. It nade the heavy fried bread seemlike the best of pastries by
conmparison. So far the few eggs dropped by the scrawny chickens had gone into the bread or
sonmet hing el se fixed by Kyseen

"Good norning, Nylan," said Ayrlyn.

"How did you sleep |last night?" the engi neer asked the redhead, who huddl ed inside a sweater
and a thermal jacket and sat on the sunny south casenment |edge that overl ooked t he neadow and
fields.

"Not well. It's getting cold. When will the furnace be finished?"

"Not until after the shutters,” he answered.

"The shutters won't help that nuch."

"Unless we cut a lot nore wood and finish the shutters, the furnace won't be much use," Nyl an
poi nted out.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (72 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

"Don't we have any armagl ass at all?" Ayrlyn shivered inside the jacket.

"There's enough for six windows." He put his lips together and thought. "Muybe ei ght. Mst of
them ought to go in here. These are south w ndows."

"That's why I'msitting here trying to warmup. |I'mnot a Sybran nomad," Ayrlyn pointed out,
turning slightly on the stone so that the sun hit her back full on. "Saryn and | coul d nake sinple
franes that would go on pivots if you could nortar the pivot bolts or whatever in place. Can you
cut the armagl ass?"

"If the laser lasts.” Nylan laughed, then frowned as his stomach grow ed.

"You need to eat."

"I can hardly wait." The engi neer glanced toward the table where Ryba was serving herself.

"It's not bad this norning-sone fried neat that has sone taste, but not too nuch, if you know
what | mean, and there's a decent hot brew. Narliat showed Selitra a bush that actually nakes
sonething close to tea. Bitter, but it does wake you up."

"Al'l right. Bring ne a wi ndow design, and we'll see what we can do." He started toward the
tabl e.

"We need salt, demobn-dam!" Gerlich's voice rose fromthe end of the table nearest the
conpl eted but enpty hearth. "Wthout salt, drying neat's a tricky thing, and | don't want to snoke
everyt hing. "

"I''I'l have Ayrlyn put it high on the trading list." Ryba's voice, quieter than CGerlich's, stil
carried the length of the room

CGerlich strode by, wearing worn and tattered brown |eathers rudely altered to fit his large
frame and carrying a bow and quiver. "Good day, Nylan."

"Good day. How s the bow goi ng?"

CGerlich stopped and shrugged. "It doesn't shoot far enough, or with enough power, but it's good
for sone of the snaller animals-the furry rodents.” He grinned. "I'mtanning those pelts-Narliat
told me some of the roots and an acorn they use-and by winter | night have enough for a warm
coat." The grin faded. "There's not nmuch nmeat on the fattest ones, and | don't know how good the
hunting will be when the snow gets deep."

"I don't, either." Nylan paused. "Let me think about it."

"Do that, Engineer." Gerlich raised the bow, alnobst in a nocking salute, and began to wal k

toward the main door. "I'mgoing to try ny luck at fashioning a |arger bow. "
"Good luck, Great Hunter." Nylan made his way to the table and sat down across from Ryba.
"It's not bad," she said. "The neat, | nean."
"What is it?"
"I didn't ask."

"One of those rodents, baked and then fried," said Kyseen, replacing the battered wooden
platter with another; half-filled with strips of fried neat. "The stove nakes all the difference,
and the bread even tastes |ike bread now. The eggs hel p, but those chickens don't lay themfast,
and I'mletting '"emhatch a few, 'cause we'll need another cock, a rooster"-the cook flushed-
"before long."

"I'f we had wi ndows and that furnace," suggested Siret, with a shiver, "that would hel p, too.

Nyl an gl anced at her, and she | ooked away.

"You'l| warmup a lot before long," added Berlis.
The silver-haired Siret flushed.
Nyl an felt sorry for the pregnant mari ne and added, "I'mworking on the furnace... as soon as

we have nore bricks.” G ngerly, he used his fingers to take several strips of the fried rodent,
and two slices of bread. There was no cheese, but there was a grass basket filled with green
berries. He tried one, and his nouth puckered.

"Those green berries are real tart, ser," said Berlis, glancing at Siret.

Siret flushed, but said quietly, "It might have been better if that arrow had been centered
bet ween both thighs. It would have fit right there."

"Enough," said Ryba, but Siret was already wal ki ng past the end of the table with no intention
of returning. The narshal turned her eyes to Berlis. "Coments |ike that could get you killed."

"Yes, ser." Berlis's voice was dull, resigned.

Nyl an ate nore of the green berries and the fried rodent strips wthout conment. The bread was
good, and he finished both slices dowmn to the crunbs.

"What are you planni ng today?" Ryba asked.

"I"l'l try to squeeze in two nore blades before | go back to the bathhouse. Wat about you?"

"Trying to put up a nore permanent fence for the sheep. They got into the beans last night."

"I'd rather have mutton anyway," cane a | ow voice fromdown the table.

"I would, too," admitted Ryba, "but we need both."
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Those left at the table | aughed, and Ryba took sone nore rodent strips..So did Nylan. Before he
had finished eating, Ryba stood and touched his arm "I'I|l see you later."

H's nouth full, Nylan nodded.

After he gul ped down the rest of his breakfast, he wal ked out the causeway and down to the
"washi ng area" of the stream In the shade of the |ow scrub by the water were a few small ice
fragments, which rem nded the engi neer that the bathhouse woul d soon becone a necessity, not a
| uxury. He took a deep breath, and then an even deeper one when he splashed the icy water across
his face. The sand hel ped get the grease off his hands, but he wi shed they had soap, real soap

"Along with everything else." Nylan snorted and nmunbled to hinself. He tried to ignore the
basi ¢ question that the soap rai sed. How could he or Ryba turn Westwind into an econonically
functioning community?

Because the south yard had becone the neeting place, training yard, and thoroughfare, Nyl an
carted the laser equiprment out to the cleared space beside the bat hhouse structure on the north
side of the tower.

After he checked the power |evels and connected the cables, Nylan | ooked fromthe | aser
power head to the endurasteel braces, then at the hal f-finished north wall of the bathhouse.

Hul dran was ni xing nortar, while Cessya and Wbl ya were carrying buil ding stones.

He | owered the goggles, pulled on the gauntlets, and flicked the power sw tches. Huldran had
finished mixing the nmortar and had begun to set the higher stones in the north wall by the tine
Nyl an had fini shed the rough shaping of the bl ade.

He cut off the power, pushed back the goggles, and sat down on the low sills of the unfinished
east wall of the bathhouse. Working with the | aser was as exhausting as |lugging stones. Wile his
m nd understood that, it still felt strange. Then again, the whole planet was strange.

After he felt |ess drained, he stood and wal ked around the bat hhouse and uphill to the spring
where he filled the plastic cup that woul d probably wear out even before he did. He sipped the
water, too cold to drink in large swallows, until he had enptied the cup. Then he refilled it and
wal ked back down and checked the firmcells.

"How nany nore blades will you do, ser?" asked Hul dran

"I don't know. There are enough braces for another dozen, but whether the laser will last that
I ong i s another question."

"Do we have enough stone?"

"Probably not. This afternoon, I'Il cut some nore. W nay have to finish this with bricks. |
asked Rienadre to create some nolds for bigger ones, closer to the size of the stones.”

"That's good, but |I'd rather have stone."

"So would I, but we're lucky we've gotten this far."

"I'd not call it luck, ser." Huldran flashed a brief smle.

"Perhaps not," said Nylan, thinking of the nine individual cairns overlooking the cliff. He
| owered the goggles and triggered the power, beginning the final shaping of the bl ade.

When he | ooked up after slipping the blade into the quench trough, Huldran had finished the
north wall and was begi nning on the east wall. He renoved the blade and set it on the wall to
finish cooling.

G ang! d ang!

"Bandits!"

A hal f-dozen horses clattered over the ridge and down toward the tower. The riders had their
bl ades out as they headed for the tower. Behind them Nylan could see two marines follow ng on
f oot .

Crack! Crack! The two shots fromone of the rifles-presumably fromthe | ookout at the tower's
northern wi ndow on the upper |evel-resulted in one horseman dropping a blade and clutching his
arm He swung his nount around and back uphill, but the others galloped toward the tower, directly
at Nyl an

The engi neer groped for the blade that wasn't at his side. Then, with a deep breath, he flicked
the power switches on the firin cells back on, and dropped the goggles over his eyes.

"I't ought to work . .." he nmuttered. As the power canme up, he forced hinself to concentrate,
trying to extend the beam focal point through what he thought of as the local net, creating a
needl e- edged |i ght kni fe.

"CGet the mage! There!"

The remaining five riders turned toward Nyl an. The ground vi brated underfoot as they pounded
downhi | I .

A field of reddish-white surrounded the focal tip of the weapon as Nylan, nore with his senses
than his hands, slewed the lightblade across the neck of the |eading rider, then the second.

Nyl an staggered, as his eyes blurred, with the white backlash of death, and his head throbbed.
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He just stood, stock-still, trying to gather hinself together, to see sonehow, through the knives
of pain that were his eyes.

Anot her set of hooves clattered across the hard ground, these conming fromthe south side of the
tower. As the second rider finally went down, Istril and Ryba rode past the tower, their bl ades
out .

Ryba's throwi ng blade flew, and the third rider-his mouth open in surprise-collapsed across his
mount's neck. The horse reared, throwi ng the body half-clear, and dragging the rider by the one
foot that jammed in the left stirrup all the way to the edge of the upper field before the horse
finally stopped.

Crack! Crack!

The fourth horse staggered and fell, but the rider vaulted free and ran toward Nyl an, his bl ade
rai sed, and his free hand reaching for the shorter knife at his belt.

The engi neer swung the laser toward the attacker, readjusting the focal length with his senses,
fighting agai nst his own headache and the knives in his eyes. The white-red fire blazed, and the
flame bored through the man. The corpse pitched forward, and the blade clattered on the stones
| ess than a body length fromNylan's feet. Nylan went down to his knees, and stayed there,
flicking off the energy flow to the powerhead as he swayed under the inpact of another death, yet
worrying that he had not cut the power earlier. They had so little I eft and so nuch to do.

The single remaining raider ducked under Istril's slash, started to counter, and | ooked at the
stump of his forearmas Ryba's second bl ade fl ashed downwar d.

"Yield!'" demanded the marshal, her eyes cold as the ice on Freyja.

The redheaded man, his hair a mahogany, rather than the fire-red of Ayrlyn or Fierral, clutched
at his stunp w thout speaking.

"Yield or die!" yelled Nylan in Od Anglorat, forcing himself to his feet, still clutching the
wand that held the [ aser's powerhead.

"I... Relyn of Gethen Groves of Lornth ... | yield." The young fell ow was al ready turning
white.

"Nyl an, can you handle this? There's still a bunch below the ridge." Ryba had pulled her bl ade

fromher other victim not |eaving the saddle, then turned the roan toward the ridge, Istri
besi de her.

Rel yn swal | oned as he heard her voice and watched the two gallop uphill, joined by four others.
"You' d better get down." Nylan glanced around. Both Hul dran and Cessya had left, either to find
mounts or follow on foot with their weapons. "If you don't want to bleed to death.”

As he struggled out of the saddle, Relyn | ooked closely at Nylan, seeing for the first tine
Nyl an's goggl es and gauntlets. Then he pitched forward.

Nyl an set aside the powerhead and wal ked toward the nount and its downed rider, noting the well-
wor ked | eather and the tailored linens of the rider. The black mare skittered aside, but only
slightly as Nylan dragged the young nman toward the |aser

"Hate to do this ..." he said.

A brief burst of power at the | owest |evel and w dest spread cauterized the stunp.

Nyl an kept |ooking toward the ridge, but no one appeared. Wth his senses he could tell that
Relyn was still alive and would probably live since the blackened stunp wasn't bl eedi ng anynore.
The engi neer wi shed he coul d have done sonething el se, but what? He | aughed harshly. Here he was,
wor ryi ng about whether he coul d have done a better job saving a man who had been out to renmpbve his
head.

He left the | aser depowered and wal ked to the wall where he picked up the blade he had just
forged. Wearing the gauntlets, he could use it-if the need arose.

Shoul d he chase after the others-or wait? He decided to wait, hoping he wouldn't have to use
the | aser again. He wasn't sure he could take any nore killing. Since Relyn was still unconscious,
he wal ked toward the black mare, starting with her to round up the three horses that had remai ned
in the area, tying their reins to various stones on the solid part of the north wall of the
bat hhouse. Then he forced hinself to check through what remai ned of the three bodies that he had
bl asted in one way or another with the |aser

Ignoring the snell of charred flesh, he nethodically raided purses, renoved jewelry, and

stacked weapons on the partly built east wall. Then he went to work renoving those garnents that
nmght still be usable. Al three nounts had heavy bl ankets rolled behind the saddl es.
"Oooohhh ..." Relyn nmpoaned, but did not nove.

Nyl an | ooked toward the ridge. Finally, he | ooped sone cord around the unconsci ous man's arns
and feet, and then clinbed onto the mare, who backed around several tines before finally carrying
Nyl an and his recently forged bl ade toward the ridge.

The wave of death that reached himas he crested the ridge al nost knocked himfromthe saddle.
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Al'l he could do was hang on for a nonent before starting downhill toward the figures on horseback
and the riderless nounts.

As he descended, he began to discern individual figures, and alnost all those he saw were in
ol i ve- bl ack.

A bl ack-haired figure turned the big roan toward him "Nylan! Are there any nore by the tower?"

"Just the one | tied up. The others are dead. \What happened here?"

"There nust have been nearly thirty of them. " Ryba snmiled a grimsnile. "A handful got
away. The others, except one or two, are dead."

"\What about us?"

Ryba shook her head. "For this sort of thing-it's not too bad. W lost two, | think, and
Wei ndre took one of those blades in her left shoulder. W're claimng the spoils of war right
now. "

"Did you notice that these weren't bandits?" he asked.

"What do you nean?"

"Good mounts, good saddl es, good clothes, good weapons, and jewelry and a |l ot of coins,” Nylan
expl ai ned.

"We' || talk about it later. W need to gather up everything." Ryba rode back downhill

Since she seened to have everything under control, Nylan turned the black around and headed
back up the ridge to the tower.

By the time he had reached the unconpl eted bat hhouse and tied up the black, Relyn's eyes were
open.

"I gave ny word, Mage," he snapped

"I wasn't sure, and you weren't awake enough for me to ask you," returned Nylan in O d Angl orat
as he unfastened the cords. He extended his senses to Relyn's stunp. "That probably hurts, but
you'll live."

"Better | didn't."

"I doubt that." Nylan massaged his forehead, trying to relieve the pain in his eyes and the
throbbing in his skull

"Have you never been exiled, unable to return? That is what will happen when ny sire discovers
| was bested by wonen, and fewer of themthan nmy own solid arnsmen."”

"Al'l of us are exiles, young fellow As for the wonen, you mght note that they're not exactly
the kind of wonen you have here." Nylan felt very safe with that assertion

"You don't jest," returned the man dourly. "They had small thunder-throwers-and their bl ades

had we bl ades such as those, things would have been different. Did those blades conme fromthe
heavens, al so?"

Nyl an | ooked down at the stony ground.

"You | ook confounded, Mage."

"My name is Nylan." The engineer didn't wish to answer, but even the thought of not answering
was i ncreasing his headache.

"Ser Nyl an, surely you know where cane such bl ades.™

The engi neer took a deep breath. "I... nade them"

"Here? On the Roof of the World?"

Nyl an nodded.

"Light! | nust be cozened into attacking angels each worth twi ce any arnsnman, and supported by
a mage the like of which our poor world has never seen." Relyn struggled into a sitting position
on the wall. "You killed three of ny nen, did you not?"

"Yes."

"Mght | look at that blade?"

Nyl an | ooked down at the blade he had thrust through the tool belt. "This? It's not finished.
The hilt needs to be wapped." He eased the blade out, half surprised that he had not cut hinself
with it, though it was shorter than the crowbars carried by the locals. He showed it to Relyn, who
brushed the netal with the fingers of his |left hand.

"Wwuld that | had a blade |ike that," said the younger man.

"They are for... the guards ... of Wstwi nd."

"West wi nd?"

Nyl an gestured to the tower. "That's what we have naned it."

"Westwi nd. " Relyn shivered: "Westwind. A cold wind."

"Very cold,"” Nylan agreed, thinking about Ryba's cool ness after the battle. What was he
supposed to have done? Sprung into the saddl e and chased after thenf? He | aughed, thinking of
hi nsel f bounci ng al ong on the bl ack

"You | augh? You | augh?"
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"Not at you, Relyn. At nme. | was thinking about how awkward it is for me to ride a horse."

"I do not understand. Do not all men ride? Al mages?"

"Yes, but we don't always ride horses into battle.” Nylan turned at the sound of hooves,
wat chi ng as Hul dran and Cessya rode up

"You're already organi zed, ser, aren't you?" asked Hul dran

"Pretty much," Nylan admitted

"Who's the pretty boy?" asked Cessya.

"I think he's the guilty one. He thinks his father will disown himfor being defeated by a
bunch of wonen."

"He's not bad-1 ooking."

"They think you' re not bad-Iooking, Relyn," Nylan said. "Even if you are the one who plotted
this. Mght | ask why?"

Rel yn shrugged. "I amthe younger son, and when | heard that Lord Sillek had offered | ands and
atitle to whoever reclainmed the Roof of the Wrld ... | spent what | had. Now ... | amruined.”

"If you had succeeded, we'd have been ruined," pointed out Nylan as he turned to Hul dran. "Wo
did we | ose?"

"Webl ya and Sheriz. Windre got slashed up, but Jaseen says she'll pull through. A bunch of
brui ses and cuts for everyone el se, except the marshal." Huldran sighed. "It's going to get
tougher. We're just about out of rounds. Best to use what we've got left for the rifles."

"I wouldn't know," Nylan said, "but that would be nmy suggestion."

"That's what the marshal told us."” Huldran turned in the saddle. "W ve got to nmake another big
cairn. Siret's bringing down the cart for the bodies. Since you're all right, ser..."

"Go on." Nylan waved the two off. "Do what you have to."

"A curious tongue you speak, Mage. Sone words | understand. You are not, properly speaking, an
arnmsman, are you?"

"No. I'man engineer ... like a smith. | build things, like the tower, or this."

"Yet you slew three nmen, and you forge bl ades that. " Relyn groped in the air with his left
hand. "And the wonen, they are mghtier warriors than you?"

"For the nobst part, yes."

"Denmons of |ight save us, save us all, for they will change the world and all that is init."

O that, Nylan had no doubts. And, fromwhat he'd seen, it would probably be a better worl d-but
would it be one that had a place for hin? From Ryba's actions and gestures, daughter or no
daught er, he wonder ed.

XXX 1]

THE GRAY CLOUDS churn out of the north, and a cold rain falls across Lornth, heavier showers
splattering in waves across the red tile roofs of the town. From behind the | eaded-gl ass wi ndow,
Sillek's eyes | ook south toward the river, though he sees neither roofs nor river.

"Sillek, did you hear ne?"

He turns toward the al cove where his nother the |lady Ellindyja adjusts the white fabric over
one wooden hoop, then slips the second hoop in place to hold the Iinen taut. Golden thread trails
fromthe needl e she holds in her right hand.

"My dear nmother, | fear | was distracted."
"Di stracted? The Lord of Lornth cannot afford distractions, nental or otherw se, and certainly
not distractions of the nature of the ... lady ... Kirandya."” Ellindyja knots the end of the

thread with notions that seemtoo precise for the white and pudgy fingers.

"I suppose not." Sillek's words are harsh as he sits on the straight-backed wooden chair
opposite the al cove bench. "You were sayi ng?"

"Ser Gethen-you might recall him Sillek. He has nore than score ten in armsnen, and all the

| ands between the rivers north of Carpa, even a hillside vineyard. | think he has severa
daughters near your age as well, and the mddle one is said to be quite a beauty."

"I don't believe you were tal king about his daughters.™

"Ah . . . no." The golden thread conpletes the edge of a coronet on the linen, and the needl e

pauses. "Ser Gethen had a son, Relyn or Ronwi n or sonething. He heard of your offer of |lands and a
nminor title for destroying those witches on the heights-"

"Your idea, as | recall,"” interjects Sillek, "and a good one."

"And the young fellow gathered his funds and sone armsnmen and attacked the witches. He had a
score and ten nmen, well armed. A half dozen returned."

"I had heard sonething of his exploit, but only this norning. Pray, tell ne-how did this news
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come to you?"

"The youth's nother-Erenthla-she and | were once close, and she sent a nessenger. That's of no
matter now, Sillek. You certainly should not expect nme to be totally cloistered. Wat is of inport
is that Ser Gethen is |less than pleased. Erenthla-she is Lady of Gethen G oves- conveyed that.
Rather clearly." Ellindyja' s needle flickers through the fabric, creating another |obe to the
coronet taking shape on the linen. "She hinted at her liege's loss of honor and that it mnight be
linked to your failure to uphold that noble heritage bequeathed to you."

"Since you are determined to pin this upon ne, why should | be disturbed? The young fell ow knew
the risks. Any raiding has risks. And he was a hothead, fromwhat |I recall. The kind that thinks
every fight brings honor." Sillek stands, then his brows knit. "He was killed?"

"Far worse-he was captured. Being captured by wonen -even angel s-nakes it nost hum liating,
especially for his sire. Erenthla was clearly distraught. | should not have to point this out to
you. OF course, Ser Gethen was forced to disown him but he was Gethen's second son of two, and
second in the succession, and there are only sisters after him"

"Ah ... the matter becones clearer. | should court one of those sisters in the guise of
placating Ser Gethen ...." Sillek paces back to the wi ndow and stares into the heavy rain. H's
lips tighten and his fingers knot around each other

"I did not suggest that. It is not a bad idea, but | was tal king of honor of the honor your
failures have cost you, and now, Ser Gethen. The honor you have steadfastly refused to acknow edge
or uphol d. The honor that you subjugate to concerns nore suited to a petty merchant. My son shoul d
not be a merchant, but a lord.™

Sillek turns and slowy wal ks across the floor. He stops by the chair, and his eyes flash. "I
am Lord of Lornth, and ny father did not die for honor. He died | ooking for exotic women. O that,
| should not have to rem nd you, of all people. H's honor, his duty, lay in preserving and
protecting his people-and there he failed. He | ost nore than twoscore trained arnsnen for nothing!
I know what honor is. Honor is nore than a reputation for seeking out danger mindlessly. It is
nmore than attacking enemes blindly without regard to costs and deaths.

"You tal k of honor, but the honor that you speak of so carelessly and endlessly will bring
not hi ng but pain and needl ess death. There is no honor in destroying Lornth through m ndl ess
attacks on powerful enemies. There is no honor in squandering trained arnsmen |ike poor tavern

ale." His hand jabs toward Ellindyja as she starts to speak. "No! | will hear no nore
protestations about enpty honor, and should you ever throw that word at me again, you will be
cloistered-in high and lonely honor in ny tallest tower. There you can think of honor until your
dying day. And may it confort you, because no one else will. Do you understand, ny dearest

not her ?"

El li ndyja pal es. Her nouth opens.

Sill ek shakes his head grimy.

Finally, she bows her head. "Yes, my son and liege."

For a tine, silence fills the chanber.

"I still value your advice," Sillek says evenly.

El li ndyja does not | ook up, as the unsteady needle slowy fills in the second | obe of the
coronet she stitches.

"About Ser GCethen's daughter," he suggests.

"Courting Ser Cethen's daughter would not be a bad idea," Ellindyja says quietly, her eyes
still on the enbroidery. "No ruler is so rich that he cannot afford to | ook at both a lovely | ady
and lovely lands, and this... incident... left Ser Gethen with but one heir."

"Fornal is reputed to be outstanding in Arns."

"He may be," said Ellindyja, "but life is uncertain, as your father discovered. Al though Ser
Gethen is a warrior of caution and deliberation, | do know that he is | ess than pl eased."

Sillek turns fromthe wi ndow. "You think |I should go to Carpa and soothe his ruffled w ngs?"

"I't could not harmyou, and, since you are so preoccupi ed about the possible predations of Lord
Ildyrom rather than ... other considerations, you would be close enough to return to Cynya,
shoul d that renote need arise.” The pudgy fingers fly nonentarily, and the gol den thread continues
to fill in the outline of the coronet.

"It is scarcely renpte when a neighboring lord builds a fort on your |ands.
stern, and chill radiates fromhim

A jagged line of lightning illum nates the roofs of Lornth, and the crash of nearby thunder
punctuates Sillek's observation.

"That is true. Perhaps you could nake that point with Ser Gethen in person." The |ady Ellindyja
| owers her enbroidery. She does not neet his eyes.

Sillek l'ifts his hands, and then lowers them "W shall see.”

Sillek's face is
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"Sillek dear, | understand your concerns for the greater good of Lornth. | only provide those
suggestions that | feel might be helpful for Lornth ... and for preserving your patrinony."

Sillek's lips tighten again.

El lindyja | ooks away. "Ser Gethen is upset, ny son and liege. | cannot disguise that."

Sillek's eyes fix on her, but she says not hing.

"He is upset." He takes a deep breath and releases it slowy. "And it is true. You cannot
change that. For your judgnent in this matter, | amgrateful, but... | do not appreciate even
indirect references to honor and patrinony. Those are best reserved for cloistered towers."

"Yes, Sillek. You have nade your point, and you are Lord of Lornth." Ellindyja bows her head
agai n.

Sillek offers the faintest of head bows before turning back toward the door as another rain
squal |l pelts across the roofs outside.

After the door closes, Ellindyja snmles sadly, and nurmurs, "But you cannot escape honor."

The enbroi dery needl e flashes, and the third gol den | obe of the coronet forns.

XXXV

W TH THE SHUTTERS in the great hall closed, the fire in the hearth left the roomthe end cl osest
to the fire-nearly confortable for Ryba and the marines in just the light and tattered shipsuits
they wore for heavy work. Although Narliat had kept conpl aining about the chill, Nylan had

resi sted using the new furnace, especially since the grates for the ducts on each floor were not
finished. Besides, it wasn't that cold, not yet, and he worried about having enough firewood for
the I ong winter.

Nyl an wore his ship jacket, unfastened and open, as did Ayrlyn and Saryn. Relyn and Narli at
wore their heavy cl oaks wapped around them and sat on the right edge of the raised hearth, their
backs to the heaping coals and the logs of the fire.

Two squat candl es-anmong the few in Westwi nd and procured by Ayrlyn and Narliat-flickered on the
table. The candles and the fire nmanaged to inpart a wavering illumnation to the great hall,
al t hough the corners were dark, as was the end of the roomnearest the stairs. Nylan could see
clearly without the light. That was not the case for nost of the others, as they squinted to see
when they turned toward the gl oom er sections of the hall.

Ayrlyn had drawn one of the candles close to Relyn's stunp, because he had conpl ai ned that the
arm was chaos-ti nged.

"Chaos-tinged?" asked Saryn.

"Infected," explained the redhead, |ooking at the arm

Nyl an coul d feel as Ayrlyn extended her senses to exami ne the arm much in the same way that he
had mani pul ated the fields around the |aser

"The armis not infected," Ayrlyn said. "You'll live."

"What sort of life will | live, healer?" asked Relyn. "The great warrior of Gethen G oves
defeated by a handful of wonen, and what kind of life amaits me?" He inclined his head to Nyl an
"And by an unknown nmge." He snorted. "Who woul d believe that | ess than a score of wonen, a single
armed man, and one nmage could kill nearly thirty well-armed and -trained nen?"

Nyl an took another | ook at Relyn's stunp. Crafting sonething |ike a hook or artificial hand
m ght not be that difficult, and it mght make the man nore functional and | ess self-pitying.

Gerlich smiled briefly at the mention of "a single armed nman,"” then glanced toward Ryba. His
smle vani shed

"Ser, they killed three score of Lord Nessil's nen," suggested Narliat, raising his nained
right hand. "He even had a wizard with him And we have not seen any of the great Lord Sillek's
men, or Lord Sillek hinself, come to follow his sire's exanple. Lord Sillek did succeed his
father, did he not?"

"He did, armsman. That was why | was here.”

"Wul d you care to explain?" asked Nylan, knowi ng the answer, but wanting the others, besides
Ryba, to hear it fromthe |l ocal noble hinself.

Ryba sat in the single chair at the end of the table-a rude chair, crude like all the other
crafts, but Saryn had insisted that the narshal should sit at the end, and had nade the chair
herself. Ryba half turned in the chair to hear Relyn's words.

"Lord Sillek offered a reward of the Ironwoods and a title for whoever cleansed the Roof of the
VWorld. "

"C eansed?" asked Ryba coldly. "Are we verm n?"

Whil e her accent in AOd Anglorat left sonmething to be desired, Relyn understood and swal | owed.
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"Your pardon . . . but wonen |ike you are not seen el sewhere in Candar, nor across either the
Eastern or the Western Ccean."
"There are wonen |ike us in Candar, and they will find their way to Westwi nd," Ryba said. "In

tinme, all the lands west of the Westhorns will be ruled by wonen who follow the Legend-the guards
of Westwind... |'ve nentioned the nane before."

"The Legend?" asked Relyn.

Nyl an gl anced at Ayrlyn, who | ooked down.

"Ayrlyn? Now woul d be a good time to introduce your |atest song."

"As you wish, Marshal." Ayrlyn wal ked to the far end of the hall where she renpved the |utar
case fromthe open shelves under the central stone stairs. She left the case and carried the
i nstrument toward the hearth

"What is this Legend?" asked Narli at.

"It is the story of the angels," Ryba said smoothly, "and the "fate of those who put their
trust in the power of nen alone."

Nyl an wi nced at the certainty in her voice, the absolute surety of vision. Like her vision of a
daughter, although that was certainly no vision. There were enough signs to Nylan, especially to
his senses, but while he could not tell the sex of the child, Ryba had no doubts.

"Al'l Candar will come to understand the vision and the power of the Legend," Ryba added.
"Though there will be those who oppose it, even they will not deny its truth and its power."

Ayrlyn stood before the hearth, lutar in hand, adjusting the tuning pegs, and striking several
strong chords before begi nning.

From the skies of |ong-tost Heaven
to the heights of Westw nd keep

We will hold our blades in order,
and never let our honor sleep

Fromthe skies of light-iced towers
to the denons 'place on earth,

W will hold fast |ightnings 'powers,
and never count gold's worth.

As the guards of Westw nd keep
our souls hold winter s sweep;
We will hold our blades in order,
and never |et our honor sleep..

As Ayrlyn set down the small lutar, Ryba smled. The hall was hushed for an instant. Then
Cessya began to cl ap.

"Don't clap. It's yours, and you need to sing it with her. Again, Ayrlyn."

The redheaded heal er and singer bowed and strumred the lutar. Her silver voice repeated the
wor ds.

By the last chorus of "and never |et our honor sleep"” all the marines who had becone, by virtue
of the song and Ryba's pronouncenent, the guards of Westwi nd Keep had joined in.

Nylan tried not to frown. Had Ryba used the term "guard" before? WAs she m xi ng what she
t hought she had said, her visions, and what she w shed she had sai d?

Relyn | ooked at Narliat, and both nmen frowned.

"You frown, young Relyn. Do you doubt our ability at arms? O m ne?" asked the narshal

"No, sher."

" "Ser' will do, thank you. The termapplies to honored warriors." Ryba turned away fromthe
two at the corner of the hearth. "A good rendition, Ayrlyn. Very good."

Ayrlyn bowed and wal ked toward t he shadows that shrouded the stairs.

Rel yn gl anced toward Ryba's pal e and i npassive face and whispered to Narliat. "She is truly
nmor e dangerous than Lord Sillek."

Far nore dangerous, Nylan felt, for Ryba had a vision, and that vision just might change the
entire planet-or nmore. Sillek and the others had no i dea what they faced.

The engi neer's sense of reason wanted to deny his feelings. Logic said that a nere twenty-plus
mari nes and an engi neer could not change history, but he could feel a cold wind every tine he
t hought of the words Ayrlyn had conposed, as though they echoed down the years ahead.

XXXV
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IN THE NORTH tower yard, Nylan glanced fromthe armagl ass panels up at the sky, where gray clouds
twisted in and out and back upon each other as they churned their way southward, bringing noisture
fromthe northern ocean.

Behi nd hi m Hul dran and Cessya ground nore |avastone for the nortar needed to finish the
sout hern wall of the bath-house and the archway in its center that would lead to the north tower
door. As the powder rose into the air, the intermttent cold breeze blew sone of the fine dust
toward the engineer.

Kkkcheww !'! He rubbed his nose and | ooked at the two marines, working in their threadbare and
tattered unifornms. Then he checked the connections on the power cables, and the power |evels on
the scranbl ed bank of firin cells he was using-twenty-four percent.

He | owered the goggl es over his eyes.

Baaa . . . aaaa . . . The sound of the sheep drifted around the tower. Nyl an hoped soneone knew
sonet hi ng about sheep, because he didn't. They gave wool, but how did one shear it? O turn the
fleece into thread or wool or whatever got woven into cloth? There was sonethi ng about stripping
the oil fromthe wool, too. Saryn or Gerlich probably could slaughter them and dress them but how
many did they want to kill-if any? And when?

What about the chickens? Kadran had themup in a narrow cut Nylan had nade above the stables-a
makeshi ft chicken coop. Wuld it be warm enough in the winter, or should they be in with the sheep
or horses? Who would know? He couldn't attenpt to resolve every problem but he hoped soneone el se
could figure out the sheep and the chickens.

He forced his thoughts back to the job at hand-cutting the arnaglass to fit the wi ndow franes
that Saryn and Ayrlyn had nmade

Nyl an studi ed the chal ked Iines on the scarred and once-transparent panels fromthe | anders. If
he cut carefully, and if his measurenments were correct, he might have enough gl ass for eight
wi ndows-four for the great hall and the rest for the living quarters-one or two on each fl oor
where people slept. In the comng winter, the tower would still be dark-they had no | anps and only
the few candl es

His eyes flicked in the general direction of the second |arge cairn-and the el even individua
cairns. How could Ryba promi se that Wstw nd woul d change history when two seasons had reduced
their numbers by nore than a third? Children? But how many?

"Stop it!" he told hinself, lifting the powerhead.

Cessya and Hul dran gl anced up, and Nyl an | ooked down at the armaglass, forcing hinself to take
a deep breath and concentrate on the cutting ahead.

He triggered the energy flow to the powerhead, and began his efforts to narrow the laser's
focus even nore. Unlike his efforts with stone or netal, the armagl ass sliced quickly and easily,
and Nyl an soon | ooked on eight evenly sized pieces, each ready to fit into a frame.

After clicking off the power, he checked the cell-bank energy |evel-barely down at all. Hs
eyes narrowed, and he | ooked at the arnmmgl ass sections, then pushed back the goggl es and wal ked
over to the franes. Each frame was conplete, except for the top bar, so that the armaglass could
be slipped into the grooves.

Still wearing the gauntlets, Nylan picked up a section and eased it into the frane. It stuck
hal fway down, but with some tugging and wi ggling, he managed to push the glass all the way into
the frame. Saryn and Ayrlyn could assenble and install the rest of the w ndows. Another problem
resol ved.

Then he | ooked back at the |l aser. Because he had used so little energy, he m ght even have sone
power to use for Gerlich's project, not that Gerlich had asked Nyl an directly, beyond conpl ai ning
about under power ed bows.

Nyl an renoved the fraying gauntlets and wi ped his forehead with the back of his forearm Coo
breezes or not, using the laser left himhot and sweaty. After a swallow of water, he | ooked at
the two snaller braces on the stone, along with the two |ong rods of conposite beside them then
at the sketch that Saryn had drawn from nenory.

Nyl an studied the pair of braces once nore, then pulled on the gauntlets and eased the goggl es
in place. The |l enses were so scratched that he relied on his senses nore than on his sight. Al
the equi pnent fromthe Wnterl ance was falling apart, overstrained and stressed from usage far
heavi er than ever planned for by Heaven's shipbuil ders and the angels' suppliers.

Finally, he triggered the power to the laser. The conposite sliced easily, and he quickly had
the rough form he needed. Then he set that aside and began shaping the brace toward the idea
shape that Saryn had suggest ed.

The first long, slow pass with the laser left himwith the metal too heavily bunched near the
grip. After three passes, with the sweat stream ng down his face and around his goggles, he had
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t he shape he needed, |eaving an open groove down what he thought of as the spine of the metal

He cut the power flow and set the | aser wand aside gently, renoving the goggles and gauntlets
and sitting on a building stone. There he wi ped and blotted his face.

In the neadow to the east, the grass was browning nore each day. The | eaves of |ocal deciduous
trees, even those that seened |ike oaks and had acorns, did not change color nmuch. Half the | eaves
seened to turn to a light gray and shrivel into alnost thin strips clinging to the branches, while
the other half dropped off. Why? He didn't know and mi ght never.

"Ser?" asked Hul dran as she carried a stone past himand toward the slowy rising southern
wal | . "What's that?"

"A bow . . . maybe."

"You'll get it right."

Nyl an wasn't sure about that, but he put the goggles back on, and then pulled his hands into
the gauntlets. After measuring the conposite rod, he triggered the laser, trinmmed the rod nore,
and then started to nold the netal around the rod.

EEEssssssTTTI The woul d- be bow expl oded into burning sparkles, and Nylan threw it into a stone-
wal | ed corner. He backed away quickly and set down the wand as quickly as he could so that he
could beat out the snoldering fabric on his upper arm As he did, he thanked the high command for
i nsisting on flane-retardant uniforns.

He took off the goggles and studied the ragged and now burned and hol ed right sleeve. A section
of his biceps was faintly reddened, but he could feel just warnth, not the pain of a burn

Wth that, he watched as his protobow collapsed into a puddl ed mass of netal and nelted
conposite. Wat had happened? He knew iron-based all oys could burn, but the |laser hadn't been that
hot .

He gl anced upward. Overhead, the gray clouds continued to twi st back and forth on each ot her
but not even a sprinkle had fallen on the Roof of the World, Iet alone lightning. On the other
side of the tower, a procession of marines conveyed the |last of everything renmptely usable from
the I anders into the tower. Another group was systematically finishing the stripping of the |ander
shells and storing what could be used for future building or raw materials in the first |ander
whi ch had been dragged up next to the bathhouse wall. The second | ander shell was at the foot of
t he narrow canyon where Nyl an had quarried his stone, partly filled with cut and dried grasses for
wi nter feed for the horses. Drying racks, nade of evergreen |linbs, ranged across the spaces bel ow
the ridge rocks.

Nyl an gl anced back at the cooling mess of netal. Beside him stood Hul dran, just | ooking.

"Fireworks, yet?" asked Ryba from behind him "How did you two nmanage that ?"

"I haven't figured that out yet, but | was trying to formnetal around a conposite core-"

"The gray stuff-corntlit?" Nylan nodded.

"It's pretty heat-resistant in a directional way-that's why it's used as a hull backing,"
poi nted out the nmarshal

"Ch, frig . . ." The engi neer shook his head. Next time, he'd have to cut the conposite so that
the heat-reflective side was to the inside of the groove. It nmade a stupid kind of sense, although
he coul dn't have given the explanation a good physicist could have.

"I take it you figured it out?" asked Ryba. "You have that | ook that says you're so stupid not
to have realized it fromthe begi nning." She paused. "No one el se would ever figure out your
nm stakes if you weren't so upset about them" She |aughed briefly. "What were you trying this
time?"

" Anot her weapon. "

Hul dran eased away fromthe two. "Need to set these stones, ser, Marshal, before the nortar

| ocks up."
"CGo ahead," said Nyl an.
"We'll need every new weapon we can get," Ryba said.

"We're about out of slug-thrower shells?" asked Nyl an.

"Maybe fifty, seventy-five rounds left in personal weapons, about the same for the two rifles.
That's not enough." She shrugged. "What were you trying to nake?"

"One of those endurasteel conposite bows."

"We coul d use some, but where did you get the idea?"

"Cerlich was nmuttering the other norning about the [ ack of accuracy and range with the native
bows. "

"He al ways nutters-when he's around."”

Thunder runbl ed across the skies, echoing back fromFreyja, and fat raindrops began to fall

"Excuse nme. | need to get the |aser under cover." Nylan began to di sassenbl e the equipnent.
First the powerhead and cable went back to the fifth-level storage space-into an area half built
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into the central stone pedestal-then the neters, and finally, the firin cells thenmsel ves. Ryba
hel ped himcarry the cell assenbly. After that he set the cooled and nmelted puddl e of netal and
conposite in a corner of the unconpl eted bat hhouse. He might be able to use the nmess in sone
fashion later . .. and he night not.

Then, through the scattered but big raindrops, he and Ryba wal ked up to the energency
generator, spinning in the fall wind. It too was failing, bearings squeaking, and power surging,
but it still put power into the firin cell attached to the charger. Both charger and cell were
protected by a framework of fir linbs covered with alternating |ayers of cannibalized | ander tiles
held in place with heavy stones.

"Still charging.” Nylan carefully replaced the covering.

"You' ve nmade the power |ast |onger than anyone thought possible," Ryba said.
Looki ng downhill at the tower, Nylan answered, "There's nore to do, a lot nore."
"There always will be, but Dyliess will appreciate it all. Al of the guards will."

At the clop of hooves, both turned toward the narrowtrail fromthe ridge, where Istril rode
toward the front gate to the black tower.

"Troubl e?" asked the engi neer

"I don't think so. She wasn't riding that fast."

They had al nost reached the south side of the tower before the triangle gong rang. d ang!
Cl ang!

"Those traders are back, Marshal,'
Ryba. "The first ones."

"Skiodra," Nylan recall ed.

"He's the one. He's got nearly a score of men, and ei ght wagons."

"I told you we needed weapons,"” said Ryba dryly.

Nyl an shrugged.

called Istril as she rode fromthe causeway toward Nyl an and

"CGet a dozen marines," ordered Ryba, looking at Istril, "fully arned. Have the rifles stationed
to sweep themif we need it."

"Gerlich is out hunting," pointed out Istril, "with half a squad."

"Get who you can." Ryba turned to Nylan. "You, too. You did so well last tinme that you can

handl e the trading."
Nyl an shrugged, then headed to the washing area of the stream He wi shed the bat hhouse were
conpl eted. Then he | aughed. The tower had gone nore quickly than anyone could have anti ci pated,

far nmore quickly, and he was still worrying, except it was about showers, and | aundry tubs, and
nor e j akes.

Ryba headed toward the stables. "I'lIl have a nount waiting for you."

"Thank you. | won't be too |long."

After a quick wash and shave, with the attendant cuts, a return to the tower, and a change into
his other shipsuit, he donned the slug-thrower he hoped he didn't have to use, and the black bl ade
he had infused with black flux order. Then he wal ked down the stone steps, past the aroma of
baki ng bread, and out the front gate of the tower.

As Ryba had prom sed, a nount was waiting, its reins held by Istril.

"They just left, ser, at a walk."

"Can we catch them by wal king a bit faster?" asked Nylan. The not - quite - swaybacked gray
whi ckered softly as he nount ed.

"I think so." Istril grinned.

Nyl an and the silver-haired narine with the warmsnile joined the other eleven marines and Ryba
hal fway down the ridge toward the spot where the traders, dressed in the sane quilted jackets and
cl oaks, waited by a single cart that flew a trading banner. Two were on foot before the cart, the
remai nder nounted behind the cart.

Skiodra, still the biggest man anong the traders and wearing in his shoul der harness an even
bi gger broadsword than the long blade Gerlich usually bore in sinmlar fashion, stepped forward. "I
am Ski odra, and | have returned.”" His Od Anglorat did not seemso thick, but Nylan wondered if
that were nerely his growing fanmliarity with the |ocal tongue.

"Greetings, trader," answered Ryba, still mounted. Her eyes did not |eave his, and after a
nmoment, the trader bowed.

"Greetings, Marshal of the angels. W bring nore supplies. Have you bl ades to trade?"

"These are better," said Ryba. "W will bring themdown shortly. Wat do you have to offer?"

"Are we sure they are angel s?" interrupted the bushy-haired and full-bearded trader behind
Ski odr a.

Ski odra waited, enough so that Nyl an understood the ploy.

"I'f you wish to join those under that cairn there," suggested the engineer quietly, pointing to
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t he heaped rocks that covered the slain bandits, "you may certainly test the strength of your
beliefs."” He di snbunted and handed the reins to Istril. Then he wal ked forward, slowy drawi ng his
bl ade, the one he had kept because it was even darker than the others and seened to hold darkness
within its snooth luster, and extended it sideways and slowy. "You might also wish to touch this
bl ade if you doubt." He smiled, knowi ng that he had bound sone of the strange flux energy within
t he bl ade.

The bl ond reached for the blade, but his fingers never touched the black netal. |Instead, he
st epped back, his face pale.

Nyl an ext ended the side of the blade toward Skiodra. "Perhaps..."

"No. My friend spoke too hastily."

As before, the first cart-the one with the banner this time-was filled with barrels.

"Shall we start with the wheat flour?" asked Skiodra. "I have the finest of flours fromthe
fertile plains of Gallos, even better than the flour of Certis, and closer and fresher."

"And doubtl ess unnecessarily costly, for all that trouble, trader."

"It is good flour."

"I amsure it is," agreed Nylan, "but why should we pay for a few days' freshness when we wl|
be storing it and not using it until seasons from now?"

"I had forgotten-until nowthat, nmage or not, you canme froma |long and di stinguished |Iine of
usurers," responded Skiodra. "As | told you once, ny friend, and I will accord you that courtesy,
it is far fromcostless to travel the Westhorns. This is good flour, the best flour, and that

freshness means that you can store it longer, far, far longer... at a silver and three coppers a
barrel, I amoffering you what few could find."

Nyl an tried not to sigh. Was every trading session going to be like the first? "And fewer stil
could afford," he responded as snoothly as he could. "Granting you the freshness, still five

coppers woul d nore than reconpense your travel."

"Five coppers! Five? You would destroy ne," declared Skiodra. "Wth your black bl ades, do you
think that you can eat netal in the cold of winter? O your soldiers, will they not grow thin on
cold iron? A generous man aml, and for a silver and two | will prove that generosity."

Ryba's eyes appeared to | ook at neither Skiodra or Nylan, but renmained on the blond trader

"Such generosity would quickly bring you dinner on plates of gold and silver. At six coppers a
barrel, you would be feeding your nmounts sweetcakes." Nylan sniled broadly to signify his

amusenent .

"Sweet cakes? More |ikely mai ze husks begged from gleaning fields. A silver and one... not a
copper less!" Skiodra | ooked toward the roiling clouds. "May the devils fromthe skies show you ny
good faith."

"Your faith, that | believe," answered Nylan. "It is your price that not even a spendthrift
second son would swal |l ow. Seven coppers.”

"I said you were a mage. Ch, | said that, and blades like black lightning you may forge, but

your father could not have been a nere usurer, but an usurer to usurers. You would have ny horses
grub stubble from peasants' fields. Even to give you a gift to start trading, at a silver a
barrel, | would have to sell not only ny daughter, but ny son."

"At eight coppers a barrel, because | would reward your efforts to clinb here, you would stil
have gol den chains for your daughter."”

"I could not sell a single barrel at nine coppers,” protested Skiodra

"How about el even barrels for a gold?" Nylan's fingers slipped over the hilt of his blade as he
sensed the growi ng chaos and tension in the big guard next to Skiodra and keyed in the reflex
boost he had al ways worried about using, even on the Wnterlance 's neuronet.

"Done, even though you will ruin ne, Mge."

Ryba | ooked si deways, and the bl ade of the blond trader flickered-but not as fast as Nyl an's,
whi ch flashed |like a stroke of black Iightning through shoul der and arnor.

The blond trader's dead eyes were frozen open in surprise, and Ryba's bl ade rested agai nst
Skiodra's throat, as Nyl an renoved and cl eaned his own bl ade, fighting against the throbbing and
aching that battered his skull, both fromthe chaos of death and the agony of forced refl exes.
Wul d every death hurt that nuch? O would it get worse?

"This sort of thing isn't good for a trader," Nylan renmarked conversationally. "People m ght
get the wong idea. We might think that you really wanted to rob us." He squinted, trying to fight
of f the pain.

"I did not know . . ." Skiodra | ooked toward the dozen arned nen with bared bl ades who edged
their nounts toward the nounted guards of Westw nd.

"Let us just say that you did not," said Ryba. "You mght tell your nen to sheathe their
bl ades. Could any of them have stopped the nage?"
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"No." Skiodra | ooked toward his nen. "The angels mean well, | think, and it mght be best if
you put your bl ades away."

About hal f did.

"Who wants a bl ade right through his chest?" asked Ryba with a smle

A single nman charged, and Ryba's left hand flickered. The dark-bearded nman sl unped across the
horse's mane with the throwi ng bl ade through his chest, and his nount reared. The body slid into
t he dust.

The dozen mounted angel s eased forward, each bearing an unsheat hed and dark bl ade Nyl an had
f or ged.

Ski odra | ooked at the grimfaces of the wonen, and the bl ades. The other five nen sheat hed
their bl ades slowy, though their hands renained on their hilts.

"This really isn't very friendly, Skiodra," said Nylan. "Have you seen that your nen all noved
first, and they're all dead?"

Ski odra swal | owed, eyes gl ancing at Ryba's bl ade, back at his neck.

"Doesn't that tell you sonething?" pursued Nylan. "Now ... do you want to trade for your goods,
or do you want us to slaughter you and take thenf"

"How do | know "

"Stuff it!" snapped Ryba. "We would prefer to trade, and you know it. You'd prefer to steal
and we know it."

A pasty cast crossed Skiodra's face.

"So we'll trade, and if you try anything nasty, we'll just kill you," concluded Ryba. "
t hought you agreed to nine coppers a barrel for the flour."

"Yes, Marshal of angels.”

As Ryba | owered her bl ade, Skiodra nopped his forehead.

"What el se do you have to offer?"

Skiodra forced a grin under his pale and sweating brow "I mght ask the same of you, Mage."
"How about two dozen of the finest blades produced west of the Westhorns, directly, nore or
less, froma place called Carpa. O course,” Nylan said lightly, "I expect that five of them would

pay for everything in your carts with a few golds to spare.”

"I slandered your father, Mage. You had to be whelped froma white witch and sired by the
patron angel of usurers." Skiodra shrugged. "I cannot blane you for trying to get the best price,
but your idea of fairness would have ruined Lestmerk, and he could get bl ood from stones and water
fromthe sands of the Stone Hlls."

"Now t hat we have that understood,” |aughed Nylan, doing his best to ignore his continuing
headache, "what do you offer fromthe renmaining carts?"

"I will show you, provided you bring down those bl ades."

"I"'d say to bring ten," Nylan suggested to Ryba, "just so that the honorabl e Skiodra has a
choi ce. And sone of the breastplates, maybe."

Ski odra frowned, and Nyl an translated roughly. "I suggested that the marshal bring a double
handful to allow you a choice."

"Mage . . . you alone nust be the patron of usurers.”

Nyl an shrugged. "Since you are the patron of anbitious traders, |'d say we could work out a

fair trade."

Ski odra | aughed, but the sweat beaded on his forehead, and Nyl an wondered why. Did he seemt hat
form dabl e?

Cessya turned her nmount back up the ridge, presumably to bring down the cart and sone of the
bl ades captured from Relyn's forces.

In the end, Ryba and Nyl an | ooked upon nearly thirty barrels of flours-nmaize, wheat, and
barley; five bolts of gray woolen cloth; one bolt of a red and blue plaid; four barrels of dried
fruit; two kegs of a cooking oil fromsonething called oil pods; three axes; two saws; and enough
other assorted goods to fill a wagon-plus one of Skiodra's carts, the ol dest and nost rickety.
He'd even nanaged to get a barrel and a small-keg of feed corn that night help the chickens
through the winter.

The guards renmi ned nounted until the trader's entourage was well along the road toward Lornth.
Then, as half the wonen began to load the two carts, Nylan nounted and eased the gray up beside
Ryba.

"This whole business is a little strange," he observed. "You notice that Skiodra didn't show up
until after you nmade hash of young Relyn's forces. And this Lord Sillek-he's the son of the lord
you killed in the first battle-he's offered land and a title for our destruction, enough that this
young hot head-Relyn, | nean-was willing to take the chance."

"I't's not all that strange," answered Ryba. "Skiodra wanted to see if we'd been hurt, and how
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badly. If we were weak, then he'd attack. Since he found us strong, he'll sell the information to
sonmeone. Lord Sillek, | suppose.”

"Sonething |ike that,” Nylan agreed. H s eyes covered the goods that had cost eight blades and
sone breastplates. "W still have sone coins.”

"The flour and fruit will help, but it's going to be a long winter," Ryba said quietly, "even
if we can get sone nore fromthose traders that Ayrlyn has been working with near ... what is it?
Clarta, Carpa? The econonics are the hard part-in war or peace, | suppose." As the |last of

Skiodra's riders di sappeared beyond the ridge, she turned her nmount uphill.
Nyl an rode beside her, still bouncing in his saddle, wondering if he would ever learn to ride
as snoothly as the others. "Do you think we can make this work econonically? Westwi nd, | nmean?"

"I already have," said Ryba slowy, "thanks to Skiodra and young Rel yn."

"You don't sound happy. |s that another vision?"

"Not exactly. But the pieces |I've already seen nmake nore sense." Ryba shifted her weight in the
saddl e and turned to face Nylan. "Look how many bandits there are. Trading has to be dangerous.
Westwind will patrol the roads across this section of the nountains-what are they call ed?"

"The Westhorns."

"And we'll charge for it. |I think the sheep will nmake it."

"But that's trading lives for coin ..." said Nylan. "Mdre or less."

"Yes, it is. So is everything in a prinmtive culture. Have you a better answer? Can we grow
enough up here to support even the few we have left? And if we could, could we keep it wi thout
fighting?"

"No," admitted Nyl an.

"I'f they want to die by the sword, we'll live by having sharper and faster blades. Thanks to
you, smth of the angels." Ryba did not | ook at Nylan as she rode past the sentry point where
Berlis and Siret, and their rifles, had surveyed the trading.

Nyl an could feel Siret's green eyes on him and he nodded and smiled to the pregnant marine
briefly.

"Smith of the angel s?"

"For better or worse, that's your |egacy, Nylan." Ryba kept riding, crossing the ridge crest
and turning the roan toward the canyon that served as a corral until the stables could be
conpl et ed

"And yours? Or do | want to know?"

"Ryba, of the swift ships of Heaven. Ryba, one of the founders of Westw nd and the Legend.

Bl essed and cursed throughout the history to conme, | suspect. Don't ask nore, Nylan."

"Way not ?"

"Because | won't tell. Not even you. Not Dyliess, when her tine comes. It hurts too nuch."

"You can tell ne."

"No. If | tell, then you-nobody-will act the sanme, and we might not survive. | can't risk that,
not with all the prices everyone's already paid. And will. And will keep paying." She kept riding.

Nyl an | ooked toward the tower, and then at Ryba's dark hair and the dark hilts of her bl ades.
Ryba of the swift ships of Heaven. Ryba, the founder of the guards of Westwi nd and the Legend. He
swal | owed, but he urged the gray to keep pace with the roan

XXXVI

THE STOCKY MAN whose bl ack hair is streaked with gray escorts Lord Sillek into the roomat the
north end of the courtyard, carefully closing the door behind him

Two heavy wooden doors stand open to the veranda and the shaded fountain that splashes |oudly
j ust beyond them

Sillek glances around the room his eyes taking in the inlaid cherry desk, the two bookcases
filled with manuscripts bound in hand-tool ed | eather, and the two cushi oned captain's chairs that
are drawn up opposite a snall table. The chairs face the fountain, and the north wind, further
cool ed by the fountain, blows into the study.

"My sanctuary, if you will," says the gray-haired man

"Quite well appointed, Ser CGethen," responds Sillek, "and certainly private enough-although

" He gestures toward the open doors and the fountain.

"It is nore discreet than one would suspect." Gethen |laughs. "It took sonme doing before the
scul ptor understood that I wanted a noisy fountain."
"Ch . . ." Sillek sniles, alnpst enmbarrassed.

"Pl ease, Lord Sillek, do be seated." Gethen slips into the chair on the left with an
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understated athletic grace.

"Thank you." Sillek sits alnobst as gracefully.

"My lady Erenthla has expressed a concern that you nmight have come to the Groves as a result of
her hasty note to the lady Ellindyja. She wote that nissive while she was in sonme distress."
Gethen clears his throat.

"I must adnmit that the receipt of the letter, certainly not its contents, did remnd ne that |
had been remiss in paying ny respects. My arrival represents a |ong-overdue visit to someone who
has al ways been of great support and good advice to the house of Lornth." Sillek inclines his head
ever so slightly.

Thrap. The knock is al nost unheard over the gentle plashing of the fountain, but Gethen
i medi ately rises, crosses the handwoven, patterned carpet, and opens the door

"Thank you, ny dear." The nmaster of the G oves stands aside as a young bl ond wonan carries a
tray into the study. On the el aborately carved tray are two cups, a covered pot with a spout, and
a flat dish divided into two conpartnents. The |left contains carna nuts, the right small honeyed
rolls.

Sillek stands, his eyes going fromthe confectioneries to the bearer, whose shoul der-Iength
blond hair is kept off her face with a silver and bl ack headband. Her eyes are deep green, her
skin the pal est of golds, her nose straight and even, and just strong enough not to bal ance the
el fin chin and hi gh cheekbones.

"This is ny mddl e daughter, Zeldyan. Zeldyan, this is Lord Sillek."

Zel dyan sets the tray on the low table, then rises and offers a deep, kneeling bowto Sillek, a
bow that drops the | oose neckline of her |ow cut tunic enough to reveal that her body is as well

proportioned as her face. "Your Grace, | amat your service." Her voice bears the hint of husky
bel I s.

"And |, at yours," Sillek responds, as he tries not to swallow too hard.

"W will see you at supper, Zeldyan." Gethen sniles indulgently.

She bows to them both, then steps back without turning, easing her way fromthe study and
closing the door behind her. Gethen slides the bolt into place.

"A lovely young wonman, and with great bearing and grace," Sillek observes. "You nust be proud
of her." H's fingers touch his beard briefly.

"My daughters are a great confort," Gethen answers as he reseats hinself, "a great confort. And
sois nmy only son, Fornal. You will reet himat supper as well."

"I never heard but good of all your offspring, ser.” Sillek has caught the slight enphasis on
the word "only,"” but still places his own marginal accent on the word "all."

"Your courtesy and concern speak well of you, Lord Sillek." Gethen |l eans forward and pours the
hot cider into the cups. "Your father was not just Lord of Lornth, but a friend and a conpatriot."
He turns the tray and gestures to the cups, letting Sillek choose.

Sillek takes the cup closest to himand lifts it, chest-high, before answering. "A conpatri ot
of my sire is certainly soneone to heed, and to pay great respect to." Then he sips the cider and
repl aces the cup on the tray.

CGet hen takes his cup. "The son of a lord and a friend is also a lord and a friend." He sips and
sets the cup beside Sillek*.

Sillek glances toward the fountain, then back to Gethen. "You offered ny sire your best

j udgnent . "

"And I would offer you the sane."

"You have heard of the ... difficulties | have faced recently, between certain events on the
Roof of the World and Lord Ildyromis ... adventures near Cynya?"

"I have heard that certain newconers are said to be evil angels, and that they have great
weapons and a bl ack nage with powers not seen since the tinme of the descent of the denons."

"We do not know nearly enough,” Sillek admts, "but what | do knowis that these so-called
angel s killed nearly threescore trained armsnmen and | ost but three of their nunber. They have al so
destroyed several bands of brigands who thought them easy prey. Unfortunately, they have al so
caused others pain, others who may have judged-"

"I't often is not our judgnent that natters, Lord Sillek, but the perceptions of others,"
interrupts Gethen. "Wen the perception of the people is that wonen are weak, those who fall to
wonen are deemed even weaker and unfit to lead." The naster of the G oves shrugs, sadly. "And
those who | ead, especially rulers, nmust follow those perceptions unless they wish to fight al
those who now support them™

"That is a harsh judgnent."

"Harsh, yes, but true, and that is why |, who loved all ny children, have but one son, for
cannot endanger the others by flaunting dearly held beliefs." Gethen clears his throat.
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Sillek waits w thout speaking.

"I understand you were successful in reclainmng the grasslands with a rather mniml |oss of
trained arnsnen.” Gethen | aughs. "Rather ingenious, | think."

"I was fortunate," Sillek says, "but it ties up ny chief arnsman and one of ny strongest
wi zards in dynya."

"Hmmm | see your problem If you attenpt to secure the river, or Rulyarth ... or send another
expedition to the Roof of the World. .."
Sill ek nods.

"Per haps you should take the battle to Ildyrom It appears unlikely that the newconers on the
Roof of the World woul d nove agai nst anyone in the near future. Nor will the Suthyan traders."

"I had thought that, Ser Gethen. Still, Ildyromcan nuster twice the arnmsnen | can. The ot her
option would be to enlist support for a canpaign to take Rul yarth, enough support to wage such an
effort without renmoving forces fromd ynya."

CGet hen purses his lips, then tugs at his chin. "That m ght work, provided those who supported
you were convinced that you would continue to work in their best interests. Wth the access to the
Nort hern Ccean, and the trade revenues, Lornth could support a larger force of arnmsnen ..."

"I had thought that, ser, but w shed to consider your thoughts upon the matter."

"Hmm . . . that does bear consideration." Gethen tugs at his chin again, then reaches for his
cider and sips. "You would need to make a solid, a very solid, conmitnent."
"That is sonmething that | would be willing to do, ser, especially for the good of Lornth."

"The good of Lornth, ha! You sound |like your father. Beware, Sillek, of phrases like that. When
a ruler talks of the good of his |and, he nmeans his own good."

"The two are not opposites, ser."

"True. And sonetimes they are the same. Tell me, what do you think of Zeldyan?"

"At first blush, she is attractive and courtly. | would know her better."

"Shoul d you wi sh for the good of Lornth, Sillek, 1'd bet you will know her rmuch better."

"That is quite undoubtedly true." Sillek forces a snmile. "For you offer good advice."

"How good it is-you shall see, but | offer you all the experience that | have, purchased dearly

through nmy mistakes." The gray-haired nman rises. "I believe the tinme for supper nears, and Fornal
and Zel dyan would like to share in your conpany."
"And | in theirs, and yours, and your lady's." Sillek stands and follows Gethen into the

twilight of the courtyard.

XXXVI |

THE WEST WND, as usual, was chill, chill enough that nost of those working on the Roof of the
World had covered their arms, although only Narliat, stacking grasses on the drying rack, actually
wore a jacket in the sunny afternoon of early fall.

In the col der shadow of the tower on the north side, as Huldran, Cessya, and Selitra worked to
conpl ete the stonework on the east and south sides of the bathhouse, Nylan tried to conplete the
bow he had failed three times with squinting through the goggl es, coaxing power out of the cells
and t hrough the powerhead. The line of light and power flared al nost green, and Nyl an channel ed
the reduced power around the curved formhe held in the crude tongs, snoothing the netal around
the conposite core, trying to shunt the energy evenly around the conposite w thout burning the
i ron-based all oy.

Wth a last limted power bath, Nylan flicked off the |laser and slipped the protobow into the
quench-but only for a nonent-before laying it out on the dented chunk of stone too flawed to use

for building.
In the end, the shape differed clearly, if subtly, fromthe sketch that Saryn had provided so
many days earlier. Still, a wide smle crossed his face. The bow had been harder, nuch harder

than the bl ades

After a drink fromthe fired-clay nug, he picked up the second crude bow frane, already roughed
out, and began inserting the conposite core.

But just before noon, he had created three bows and dropped the energy |levels to where he
needed to replace two of the ten cells before continuing.

He al so needed a rest, and sonething to eat.

After disassenbling the |laser and storing the wand and power head, the engi neer wal ked around
the tower toward the causeway and the main south gate to the tower.

The south tower yard, below the causeway, was getting nore use, now that the tower was
occupi ed, and the | anders had been noved again and set up nore for storage, either to the west of
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the tower or at the mouth of the canyon used for corraling the horses and for stone. A |ow rough-
stone wall was rising around the yard, built by the sinple expedient of asking the marines to
carry small stones and put them along the lines Nylan had scratched out. There were enough stones
around the tower, and the knee-height wall nade a clear denarcation between neadow and the tower

yard.

On the uphill side of the yard, near the causeway into the tower, Ayrlyn and Saryn were worKking
to inprove their cart, based on their ideas and what they had seen in practice in the cart
obt ai ned from Ski odra. On the downhill side, beside the remaining roof slates and buil ding stones

for the bathhouse, CGerlich and Jaseen sparred with the heavy wooden bl ades.

Nyl an's eyes nmoved south where, on the trail-road down fromthe ridge, a thin, red-haired
figure wal ked between the two marines, and Fierral foll owed.

Since Ryba wasn't around, Nylan waited until the four reached the base of the causeway. The
mari nes stopped, and Fierral stepped forward, her eyes surveying the area before settling on
Nyl an.

The local, so thin she seened to be little nore than a child, barely reached Fierral's
shoul der, although her tangled hair fell nearly to the mddle of her back. Her pale blue eyes
darted fromthe marines to Nylan. She shrank away and back toward the nari nes.

"Ser," Fierral began, "this local just showed up and bowed and bowed. Selitra and Ri enadre
don't understand the |ocal Anglorat, and | don't do that nuch better, but | think she's asking for
refuge or something. Do you know where the nmarshal is?"

"No one here will harmyou,” Nylan offered in his slow Anglorat, |ooking at the painfully thin
figure.

The girl-woman | ooked down at the packed dirt |eading to the causeway, and eased back until she
was pressed agai nst Rienadre's olive-bl acks.

"She's clearly not fond of nmen. Better get the marshal ," Nylan suggested. He turned toward the
nearest of his tower workers, who had stopped on the far side of the causeway by the nain tower
door. "Cessya? | think Ryba's checking the space for stables up in the stone-cutting canyon. W I
you get her?"

"Yes, ser. Wuldn't mind a break fromlugging stone."

"Well... you could bring down a few of the |arger fragnents ..."
" Ser ?"

Nyl an gri nned.

"Master Engineer... sonmeday . . . soneday . "

"Prom ses, promses..."

Cessya flushed as she turned.

"You' re a dangerous man, Engi neer,’

"Me?" Nyl an | aughed.

When the force | eader, or arnsmaster, just shook her head, Nylan's eyes crossed the south tower
yard to where Ayrlyn was bent over the axle of the creaky cart. Saryn stood on the other side.

"Ayrlyn?"

The redheaded healer lifted her head. "Yes, Nylan? Wat great engi neering expertise can you
offer to stop the creakiness of the wheel s?"

"Rol | er bearings, except | can't nmake them Grease, otherw se, preferably from Kyseen's
| eavings or fromaniml fat."

"Grease?" Ayrlyn made a face. "I need engineering, and all you have to offer is grease? That
was what you said yesterday."”

"That's what they used for centuries. It's snelly and nessy, but | understand it works." Nyl an
shrugged and grinned. "Can you give us a hand?"

"Wth what ?"

The engi neer notioned toward the local girl-woman. "W have a |ocal problem | need you and
Narliat."

"That worthless |loafer?" Ayrlyn took a deep breath, then w ped her greasy hands on a clunp of
grass. "He's pretending to stack grasses to dry. It's the easiest job he can find."

"Il get him" Saryn volunteered. "You talk to the local kid, Ayrlyn. | still hate Anglorat."
The former second pilot, linping yet, turned and headed for the grass-drying racks.

Ayrlyn wi ped her hands on the grass again, then crossed the yard, where she stopped and | ooked
at the small redhead. After a tine, the girl-wman | ooked back

"Who are you?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Hryessa." The name was so faint that all of the angels had to strain to catch it.

"Where are you fron?"

"Lornth. The way was hard." Nyl an nodded at the |ong scratches, and the scabs, on the scrawny

said Fierral
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| egs bel ow the gray dresslike garnment, and the purple and green bruises on the left side of the
face. Awhite line in front of her left ear bore witness to a previous injury. "Wy did you come?"

"Because . . . because ... | heard that you were angel -wonen, and that you had defeated Lord
Nessil. Even the mages of Lord Sillek fear you." Hryessa pursed her |ips as though she feared
havi ng said too nuch.

"Some of that is true," answered Nylan. "We have defeated Lord Nessil, and sonme of the
bandits."

The smal |l redhead stiffened and swal |l owed, but her eyes finally net Nylan's, although she
shivered as she spoke. "They say that you are a bl ack mage who devours souls and puts theminto
the stones of your tower."

"Ch ... frig.. ."The expletive whispered fromRi enadre's |ips.

"I do not devour souls. Al of us have built the tower," Nylan expl ai ned.

"You are too nodest," interjected Narliat. "The nmage made the tower possible, and he used a
knife of fire-"

Hryessa shrank back until her back pressed agai nst Rienadre's |egs.

Nyl an wanted to snash Narliat for nmaking things harder, but R enadre spoke before Nylan had
figured out what to say.

"Easy, easy, kid," said the marine. "The engi neer's good people." R enadre patted the girl-
worman' s shoul der, and the small redhead strai ghtened, nore in response to the tone than the words
she coul d not have under st ood.

"He is a good nmage, " explained Ayrlyn in Od Anglorat. "H s works have saved many, and his
tower will protect us all against the winter. It is only made of stones and tinber and netal -
not hi ng nore."

Nylan tried not to wince at being called a nmage. He was an engi neer, and a poor excuse for one
in alowtech culture. That was all he was. Except... as he thought that, his head throbbed. Was
he nmore than an engi neer?

"You wanted to see us?" asked Ayrlyn.

"I had . .. hoped, great lady ..'." Her eyes fell to the clay underfoot. "I had hoped to find a
pl ace."

"I't will be a cold and long winter," Ayrlyn offered.

"I do not care . . . you are wonen." Her eyes glistened, but the tears renai ned unshed, and

Hryessa stiffened, gathering herself together in pride.

"You do not have to beg, or humble yourself,” Nylan said softly. "The lady Ayrlyn only w shed
you to know that winter on the Roof of the World will not be easy.”

"I's he really a man?" asked Hryessa, directing his words at Ayrlyn.

Nylan tried not to frown.

"Yes," answered Ayrlyn with a snile. "He is very nmuch a man, but he is an angel, as are we
all."

The sound of hoofbeats interrupted the process, as Ryba guided the big roan to a halt by the
causeway, letting Cessya slide off first, then dismounted and handed the nmarine the reins. The
marine led the roan to the hitching rail

Ryba wal ked toward the group, halting beside Nylan and | ooking at the snmall redhead. "You are
Hryessa," she said slowy, "and you have cone for refuge. You are welcome." Wth that, the narsha
smled. "All such as you are wel cone."

Nyl an froze for a nmonent. How had Ryba known the woman's name?

Hryessa bent her head, then knelt. "Thank you, Angel of Heaven."

Ayrlyn's and Nylan's eyes net, and Nylan realized that they shared the sane feeling-one of awe,
a sense of experiencing sonething that transcended either of them

After a nmoment, Ayrlyn spoke. "These others-they are al so angels."

"But she is the angel," said Hyessa in a calmvoice. "I have seen." She bowed again to Ryba.

Ryba inclined her head to Ayrlyn. "Wuld you take care of her? Get her washed and cl ean and
cl ot hed? And you and Fierral need to work on sl eeping arrangenents and bl ade training."

"We' || take care of it." Ayrlyn nodded. After a nonment, so did Fierral

Hryessa frowned, her eyes darting from Ryba to Ayrlyn.

"They're going to nake sure you get bathed, clothed, and fed," Nylan explained in AOd Anglorat.
"Then, you will learn our ways, and they will teach you the way of the blade."

"Teach ne a bl ade, |ike an arnsman?"

"Better, Hryessa, better," said Fierral in accented Anglo-rat.

Agai n, Ayrlyn and Nyl an exchanged gl ances, and Nylan felt that they shared al nost a sense of
f or ebodi ng.

Ryba nodded and turned back toward the long hitching rail on the west side of the causeway,

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%20...0-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (90 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:17 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

where her roan was tied.

"Let's go, Hryessa," suggested Ayrlyn, |eading the young wonman toward the tower.

Nyl an headed for the streamto wash, w shing, again, that he had gotten around to finishing the
bat hhouse.

After washing, he turned back toward the tower and wal ked across the short causeway and into
the great room Al eight narrow wi ndows to the great roomwere open to admit the cool breeze. In
four, the armagl ass wi ndows were pivoted and the shutters fol ded back. In the other four, wthout
the armagl ass, the shutters were just fol ded open

In time, Nylan hoped, they would be able to afford glass for the remai nder of the tower
wi ndows, but glass was a |lower priority than food or weapons, especially now that Ryba had
decl ared that the destiny of the guards of Westw nd woul d be the doubl e bl ades.

No wonder she had pressed himfor the forty blades he had nade so far

He stepped toward the nostly filled tables. The grass baskets were filled with | oaves of fresh-
baked bread. Ayrlyn had finally brought back a yeast starter or whatever it was, and Kyseen had
only expl oded dough all over the kitchen a handful of times before | earning howto mx flour
yeast, and water in naking |loaves suited to the big, wood-burning ovens that everyone had thought
were too big when Nylan and Hul dran had started laying bricks and nortaring in the nmetal cooking
surfaces and oven grate slots.

Nyl an sniffed the air, trying to determ ne the conposition of the steamrising fromthe two big
pots-one on each table. Some sort of stew, with local roots and greens tossed in.

Jaseen turned toward Nylan as he passed the end of the second table, and he noted the scratches
on the nedtech's forearns.

"What happened?" he asked.

"Frigging pine trees. The second and Kyseen di scovered the cones have nuts, and you can roast

them or bake them or whatever. Only problemis that if you wait for the cones to fall, the nuts
are gone. Selitra and nme, we've been clinbing pines. | slipped, and sone of those needles are like
kni ves. "

"I"msorry."

"So am|. Frigging nuts. Bet they don't even taste good." She took a savage bite fromthe chunk
of bread she held, and Nylan wal ked toward the hearth end of the first table.

Ryba, as usual, sat at the head of the table, and Nylan slipped onto the end of the bench to
her left, the space that was always left for him

As he sat, he noticed Ayrlyn | eading Hryessa toward the second table. The |ocal woman now wore
| eat her trousers, boots, and a shirt sonewhat |arge for her thin frame. Her face had been washed,
and her hair had been cut short, marine-style.

As Hryessa | ooked down the table, her eyes w dened, and she swall owed. Ayrlyn said sonething,
easi ng Hryessa onto the bench and breaking off a | arge chunk of bread for her

"There's our first recruit," noted Ryba.

"She's not that big," said Gerlich fromthe other side of the table.

"Gven tine, she'll be as good or better than any except Istril or a few others.” Ryba' s words
were matter-of-fact. "We'll see nore before long."

Besi de Saryn, Relyn frowned, struggling with a spoon in his left hand. "You will teach her the
bl ade?"

"Of course. Wy not?"

Rel yn opened his nouth, then | ooked at Nylan. "Mage? Wat do you see when wonmen have bl ades?"

"More men and worren will get killed-at first.” Nylan stood and spooned stew onto his trencher.
"After that, nost of those who die will be arrogant nen."

"You sound di spl eased at that," Saryn offered.

"I'"'mdi spleased any tinme force is the only answer, and these days |I'mdispleased a lot," said
the engi neer as he reseated hinself, forcing his tone to be wy.

The silver-haired Siret smled shyly and passed Nyl an a basket of bread.

"Thank you." Nylan handed the basket back after breaking off a chunk of the heavy bread.

"You're wel cone, ser."

"Wuul d you pass nme sone, dear Siret?" asked Berlis.

"I certainly would, dear Berlis. About the tine you bed a denon-except you al ready have. So
enjoy it." The deep green eyes fl ashed.

"Tal k about bedding ..."

"If you want to bed a bl ade," suggested Siret, "just say another word."

"Quards!" snapped Ryba.

Bot h wonen cl osed their nouths.

"Thank you." Ryba turned to Nylan. "You were working on sonething different this norning."
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"Yes. | finally got the bow thing worked out, | think." Nylan turned to Gerlich. "You night
want to try it later this afternoon.”

"Try what?" CGerlich lifted his eyebrows.

"A netal -conposite bow "

"Il try it, but I finally made one out of a local fir-type tree that works pretty well."

Nyl an took a spoonful of stew. The neat and sauce tasted nore of salt and some spice than neat,
but he was hungry and shoveled in several nouthfuls, followed with a bite of bread. The bread was
better-tasting than the stew

Per haps because of the outburst between Berlis and Siret, the nmidday nmeal was relatively quiet,
al t hough Gerlich had a long and | ow conversation with Narliat.

After eating, Nylan went back to the north yard and the next group of netal-conposite bows.

First, he laid out three nore strips of conposite, and trimred them before rough-shaping the
braces into the bow outlines. After that, he turned off the power and rested for a noment, letting
the chill breeze off the western heights cool himand dry his sweat-soaked hair.

Behind him the clink of trowels and nortar and stone continued as the outside walls of the
bat hhouse rose. The walls separating jakes, showers, and |laundry could be installed after the
r oof i ng.

H s break done, Nylan adjusted the goggles over his eyes once nore and eased power through the
| aser. He could sense the raggedness of the powerhead, and he sweated even nore heavily as he
strained not only to neld the nmetal around the conposite core, but to keep the energy flow from
t he power head constant.

As he turned the curved shape in the tongs, his breath becanme nore and nore uneven, but he
managed to snooth the | ast curves before shutting down the power and pushing the goggl es back

The qui ck quench was foll owed by his slunping onto a stone to rest.

Four bows. How many nore coul d he coax fromthe laser? Should he stop and use the life of the
power head to do the delicate stonework? He took a deep breath. He still had the other powerhead.

Wth a quick rest and a nugful of cold water, he went back to work on the next bow. The
power head wavered nore; Nylan strained nore; and he took even nore tine gaspi ng and recuperating.
Fi ve bows rested on the stones.

The third bow of the afternoon creased his arns with lines of fire Iong before he finished, and
left a knifelike pounding inside his skull. As he started on the final snoothing and nel di ng,
coaxi ng power out of the cells and through the powerhead, the Iine of |ight and power stuttered
nmore and nore in green bursts. Sweat poured from his forehead and around his goggles and even
i nside them

H s eyes burning, Nylan conpleted the |ast snoothing and flicked off the power to the wand,
then set it aside and stepped toward the quench tub. He slipped on the clay, but caught hinself as
he di pped the bow into the quench for its nonentary bath before laying it on the stone.

He sat on the stone for a long tinme, sipping water, eyes closed.

"Are you all right, ser?" Cessya finally asked.

"I will be." / hope, he added nmentally, considering |I've created six bows that m ght not even
work, nearly destroyed the laser in the process, and feel like the |ocal nounts have tronped ne
into the stone.

"Are you sure?"

The engi neer opened his eyes and nodded.

"What are these?" asked Cessya.

"A new kind of bowif they work."

"Do you need sone hel p?"

"Well . . . if you could take the firin bank back to storage," Nylan admtted.

"Selitral Gve ne a hand here. W need to store the energy cells," called Cessya.

Nyl an sl ow y di sassenbl ed the power cables and the wand and power head while they carried the
cells back into the tower. Then he followed with the |aser conponents and stored them on the
shel ves above the power cells.

When he returned, the three were back at their stonework. Nylan extracted the woven bowstring
fromhis pocket and tried to string the first bow It took himthree tries, probably because his
arns were still aching.

Then he had to go back into the tower and find sonme arrows. |Instead, he found Gerlich off the
mai n hal | .

"Are you ready to test the bow?" asked the engineer. "W'I|l need arrows and a target."
"Sure. Way not? |I've got an area where |'ve been practicing at the south end of the neadow,
near those scattered firs. W'll see what your toy will do, conpared to the wooden one | worked

out." Cerlich grinned, but the grin made Nyl an uneasy.
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The two wal ked back to the north tower yard, Gerlich with his own bow and quiver. The western

wind felt good as it ruffled through Nylan's hair, and the engineer realized he was still hot. He
handed the conposite bow to Gerlich

"Hm ... a little heavy, and probably too short."

Nyl an | ooked at the curves. "Too short?"

"Well, Relyn says that a proper bow should be chin high, about three and a half cubits local."

Nyl an shrugged. Hi s bows were not quite chest high, but, easier, he suspected, to carry on
hor seback.

"Let's see about the draw." Cerlich took the bow and nock-nocked an arrow. "Stiffer than it
| ooks, but probably not strong enough for the average arnsman." He grinned again. "Then, there's
accuracy. Let's go and see.”

Nyl an foll owed the | ong-1egged former weapons officer across the neadow to the hal f-dozen
scattered firs. Circular targets on ropes dangled fromthe Iinbs.

"Those just twist and flap unless you hit them square and hard," said Gerlich. "CGood training."

The engi neer watched as Gerlich took a long arrow fromthe quiver, nocked it, and rel eased the
shaft.

The shaft cl unked agai nst one of the targets, spinning it, but the shaft did not hold and
angled to the ground. Gerlich released two nore shafts. The same thing happened tw ce nore.

He handed the bow back to Nylan. "Wat you've got is accurate; it's easy to carry; and it's
probably all right for hunting. I'd Iike something with nore power, and | think nost of the locals
woul d al so. It's good, but not in the class of your bl ades."

Cerlich lifted and strung the big bow, then sent a shaft whistling toward the target. Thunk
The target swung in the light breeze, but the shaft held in place. "See the difference?"

Nyl an nodded politely. One difference he had noted was that CGerlich had not drawn the conposite
bowto its full capability.

"I"ll stick to ny owm bow and my toothpick, if you don't nmind. Smaller weapons are fine for

marines." Cerlich paused. "Is that all, Engineer?"
"That's all."
"I need to see about sone gane to fill the pots." Gerlich wal ked toward the trees, reclaimng

the arrows and checking them and resetting the targets. Then he raised an arm and wal ked briskly
toward the canyon corral

Nyl an foll owed nore slowy, wondering about both the bow and Gerlich. Wiy had Gerlich not drawn
the bow fully? Was he worried that the netal night splinter? Nylan would never have given hima
bow that he thought would fail.

"I's that your new bow?" Istril rode up to Nylan as he neared the causeway. "Could | try it?"

Nyl an shrugged and handed it to her. "Gerlich wasn't inpressed. He said it wasn't strong
enough. "

Istril laughed. "Brute strength isn't everything." She tried the draw. "It seenms as heavy as
his." She | ooked at Nylan. "W ve got a target range up near the corral canyon. Do you want to see
how it works?"

Nyl an gl anced to the west, where the sun hung just above the peaks. He wasn't going to get nuch
nore done before supper anyway. "All right."

"Cinb up behind nme," invited the marine. "Benja can carry double for a short ways, and it's
faster."

"You're sure?"

"I'"'msure."

Nyl an cl anbered up awkwardly behind the slimmarine.

"You're going to have to put an armaround nme, ser, or you'll get bounced off after four
steps. "

Nyl an flushed, but conplied, and Istril flicked the reins. Nylan still bounced, but Istri
seermed wel ded to her saddle, able even to open and cl ose the crude gate wi thout disnmounting. Wen
they reached the corral area, Nylan slid down gratefully into the shadows. "Thank you. | think I

do better in the saddle than behind it."

"Most people do, ser." Istril slid down and unsaddl ed Benja. "You won't nind if | rub her
down?"

"Of course not." As she worked on her nount, Nylan wal ked up the canyon to where he had cut the
stone. The brickwork for the stables was al nost finished, and rough fir tinbers were stacked
beside the walls. He ducked through what woul d be the door and studied the interior

The rafters wouldn't be that far above his head, but the horses would have shelter at |east. He
wal ked out side. Braaawwk. . . awwkkkk . . . awwkk. Fromthe snaller and nore crudely bricked
space where Nylan had tried to quarry nore stones, before finding the rock fractured, canme the
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sound- and the definite odor-of chickens.

Nyl an turned and headed downhill. Istril had just patted Benja on the flank, and the nmare
whuf fed, then wal ked to the water trough.

"The targets are up there, on that side." Istril strode briskly uphill, and Nylan foll owed,
marvel i ng that the slender guard had so nuch energy so late in the day. She paused. "There they
are. "

Three man-shaped figures-scul pted fromwhat seenmed to be twisted fir |inbs-stood before a
backdrop of gray that flowed fromthe canyon wall

"The gray stuff behind themis sand and dirt. No sense in blunting arrowheads." Istril nocked a
shaft with a fluid notion and released it.

Whunk! The shaft vibrated in the target, right where an arnsnman's heart woul d have been
"Nice!" she exclained. "Gerlich said it wasn't strong enough."

"Friggin' idiot. Beggin' your pardon, ser, but he is." Istril nocked and rel eased a second
shaft, which appeared beside the first. "Sweet weapon, ser, and there's plenty of pull here.

I"I'l show you. Mght cost ne a shaft, but we might as well find out."

The marine wal ked toward the target on the far right. Wen she reached it, she bent down and
pull ed a battered breastplate frombehind the target, fastening it in place. Then she wal ked back

to Nyl an
"W'll see how it does against the l|ocal arnor."
"Can you spare a shaft?"
"I'"d rather |ose a shaft than my neck." Istril laughed, a warmsound. "It's better to find out

now i nstead of in a fight." She set her feet, nocked a third shaft, and let it fly.

A dull clunk followed the inpact, but the shaft slanmmed through the metal and held. At the
sound, Benja barely | ooked up fromwhere she chewed off a few clunps of nostly brown grass.

"I don't know what the big idiot's talking about." Istril shook her head. "This is smaller than
his monster. It's easier to carry. It ains better, and it goes through arnor. What el se do you
need?"

"The reputation for carrying the biggest bow and bl ade?" suggested Nyl an.

Istril laughed again. Then her face cleared. "This is a killer weapon, ser. Any of the nmarines-
| guess we're guards, now any of us would carry this over anything else |I've seen or used. Do you
have any nore?"

"Five others, but | don't have strings for them"

"Five? That's a good start."

"I don't know how long the laser will last,"’
nmore unl ess they were good."

"Good? Wth this and your bl ades, the locals won't stand a chance."

"Pl ease don't humor nme, Istril," Nylan asked.

"I''"'mnot hunoring you, ser. | wouldn't do that. We're tal king our necks and lives."

"I didn't nean-"

"I know." Istril extended the bow

"You can keep it. | wouldn't have the faintest idea of howto use it."

The faint sound of the triangle gong announced the eveni ng neal

"Thank you, ser. W'd better be headed down."

They wal ked in silence down to the tower, ducking through the fence poles and follow ng the
path to the causeway.

"Bread snells good," said Istril as Nylan swung open the heavy front door to the tower.

"Kyseen does that well."

"I think Kadran's been hel pi ng since her shoul der was torn up."

"That might explain it.” Nylan gave a half |augh

Istril set the bow by the stairs, and they wal ked to the tables.

"Testing the engineer's bow?" asked Gerlich politely.

Ryba's eyes flicked to Nylan. "You forged a bow?"

"Finally," the engineer admtted. "It's been difficult."

"I hope you didn't spend too nuch power on it," Gerlich added fromhis seat in the niddle of
the first table. Selitra sat beside him

"You have to spend power to create anything," pointed out Nylan. "W need good | onger-range

Nyl an expl ained, "and | didn't want to rmake any

weapons. "

"Your bl ades are nore effective,” countered Gerlich

"I don't think so," said Istril firmy. "I tested the bow, and it's perfect for a nounted
guard."

"For a guard, perhaps, but | can put nore power into the great bow," answered Cerlich.
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"I''msure you can," responded Istril politely. "But the engineer's bow works nuch better for a

mount ed guard, and |I'mnore than glad to use it. So will the others, I'msure, since it's nuch
easier to carry on horseback, and far nore accurate than that nonster you carry."”
"It doesn't have the pull." Gerlich's voice carried an edge.

Ryba's eyes flicked between the silver-haired guard and the dark-haired nan.

"I't has enough power to go through a breastplate at conbat range and that shoul d be enough for
anyone," snapped Istril.

"I thought we were tal king true |ong-range weapons ..

"Enough," said Ryba quietly. "The engineer's weapons will be sung of long after we are all gone
fromWstwind. So will your great bow, Gerlich. There's roomfor both in history. It's been a |ong
day, and we don't need an argunent at dinner. In fact, we don't need argunents at all. W need to
work together to get through the conming winter."

Nyl an slipped into his seat quietly, glancing at the scattering of ashes in the cold hearth.
"No fire?"

"It's not that cold yet, and it takes work to saw and split |ogs, even the dry deadwood," said
Ayrlyn fromacross the table. Beside her, on the side closest to Ryba, sat Hryessa. Relyn sat on
t he ot her side.

"You're wearing a jacket."

"I"'mnot a Sybran," conceded the redheaded healer. "You're half Sybran, at least."

Nyl an grinned and shook his head. "The wong hal f, probably."

D nner consisted of long strips of neat, clearly beaten into tenderness, and spiced with the
hot dried peppers that Kyseen had found somewhere, then covered with an even hotter red-brown
sauce. Wth it were |unpy noodles, sone alnobst as thick as small dunplings, and some form of
sliced root.

Nyl an forced himself to take several circular root slices, but he | adled the sauce over
everyt hing except the bread. The bread seemed to get better

The only beverage was water. They had a choice of bitter tea in the norning and water at night.
The engi neer wondered how long it would be before they m ght have sonething el se.

Hryessa | ooked bl ankly at the barely snmoot hed wood of the tabletop while conversation
continued. As Nylan started to eat, the | ocal woman hel ped herself to another hefty portion of
meat and dunpling noodles. She ate slowy, as though she were full, but could not believe that she
woul d eat the next day.

Nyl an refrained from shaking his head and took a second bite. By the tinme he had swall owed the
mout hful of meat and dunplings, the sweat had beaded up on his forehead.

He drained his nug and refilled it, then blotted his forehead.

"The bread works better than the water," said Ryba dryly.

Across the end of the table, Ayrlyn nodded.

He took a mouthful and chewed. They were right. The burning faded, and he took another
mout hful . After nore bread and some water, he asked, "Is this the latest way for Kyseen to stop
conpl ai nts about the food? How can you conplain if it's too hot to taste?"

"I think it's good," offered Gerlich

"He never had any taste to begin with," suggested Ayrlyn in a whisper

"He still doesn't," nmuttered Nyl an, adding nore |oudly, "You always |iked things hot and
direct."

A wave of laughter rolled down the table. Hryessa ignored the hunor; Relyn frowned slightly,
still struggling to eat with his Ieft hand; and Nylan rem nded hinsel f that he had wanted to craft

sonet hing for Relyn's stunp.

"Better than cold and indirect," countered Gerlich

Only a few chuckles greeted his remark, then snmall talk resuned around the two tabl es,
especially at the end away fromthe hearth where Hul dran and Cessya sat.

Nyl an overheard a few of the phrases.

". . . bathing when there's ice on the walls ..
better than stinking . "

". . . cares? No one but the engineer, and you know how dangerous that'd be ..

Nyl an gl anced toward the corner of the first table where Narliat sat beside Denalle, who was
attenpting to practice her Anglorat on the arnsman. Narliat's face was bl and, although Nyl an
sensed the man was fighting boredom

Nyl an concentrated on finishing his neal, although he required two nore | arge chunks of bread
to get himthrough the last of the spiced neat.

"No sweets?" asked Istril, her voice rising above the nurnurs around the tables.

"What kind of sweets?" replied Gerlich
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"Not your kind, Weapons. You're as direct as that crowbar you carry. That's hard on a woman."
Istril stood and wal ked toward the steps to reclaimthe conposite bow.
Relyn, sitting beside Ayrlyn, watched the slender narine. He pursed his |ips, opened his nouth,

then closed it. "How. . . ? No man would accept that in Lornth."
"This isn't Lornth, Relyn," said Ayrlyn. "This is Wstwi nd, and the wonen nake the rules.
Gerlich crossed the marshal once; she took himapart. She used her bare hands and feet to kill a

mari ne who crossed her."

The young nobl e gl anced at Nyl an. "Wat about you, Mage?"

"Gerlich is better at the martial valors than | am | suspect."”

"You're better with a blade," said Ryba, "for all of his words about his great sword."

CGerlich's eyes hardened, but he turned and sniled to Selitra, then rose and bowed to Ryba. "It
has been a | ong day, Ryba, and we will be hunting early tonorrow "

Ryba returned the gesture with one even nore curt. "May you sleep well."

Gerlich smiled, and Nylan tried not to frown. He liked the man | ess and | ess as the seasons
passed.

"You are a strange one, Mage," said Relyn slowy. "You are better with a blade than nost, yet
you dislike using it. You can wield the fire of order, and yet you defer to others."

"Too nmuch killing | eaves ne unable to function very well."

"But you are good at it."

"Unfortunately,"” Nylan said. "Unfortunately."

Later, in the darkness, Nylan and Ryba wal ked up fromthe great hall, slowy, the four sets of
steps that led to their space on the sixth |evel
"Some nights, | get so tired," said Nylan. "It's easier to chop wood and do heavy | abor than to

use the laser these days. It's beginning to fail."

"Can you do any nore of the bows?"

"I did six. | might be able to do sonme nore, but | haven't cut all the stone troughs for the
bat hhouse and showers. | did get the heater sections done."

"A heater?" asked Ryba.

"It's not really a water heater, but |I figured that | could put a storage tank with one side on
the back of the chimey for the heating stove, because not many people will bathe in ice water in
a roomw thout heat. It probably won't get the water really hot, but it nmight make it bearabl e,

and the back stone wall is strong enough to hold a small tank."
"You' re amazing."
He shrugged in the gloomof the third-Ilevel |anding, alnost enbarrassed. "I just try to nmake

t hi ngs work. "

"You won't always be able to, Nylan."

"Probably not, but |I have to try."

"I know." She reached out and squeezed his hand, briefly, then started up the steps again.

When they reached the top level, Nylan paused. Franed in the right-hand w ndow, the unglazed
one, was Freyja, the ice-needle peak faintly |um nescent under the clear stars and the bl ack-
purple sky. Nylan studied the ice, marveling at the knife-sharpness of the nountain

Ryba ki cked of f her boots and eased out of the shipsuit. Nylan turned and swal | owed. Lately,
Ryba had been distant, oh - so - distant. He just | ooked.

"You don't just have to look," she said in a low voice. "Today is all that is certain."

He took a step forward, and so did Ryba, and her fingers were deft on the closures of his
tattered shipsuit.

"You need | eathers,"” she whispered before her |ips touched his. "Leathers fit for the greatest

engi neer."

"I'"'mnot-"

"Hush ... we need what is certain.”

Nyl an agreed with that as his arnms went around her satin-skinned form still slender, with only
the slightest rounding in her waist, the slightest hint of greater fullness in her breasts.

Later, nmuch later, as they lay on the joined couches that they still shared, Nylan held her

hand and | ooked at Freyja, wondering if the peak had a fiery center |ike Ryba.

"I'"l'l be back," Ryba whispered as she sat up and pulled her shipsuit over her naked form She
padded down the stairs barefoot, after picking up an object Nylan could not make out, night vision
or not, from beneath the couch

As the cold breeze sifted through the open wi ndows- both the single wi ndow with the arnagl ass
and the one with shutters al one were open-the engineer pulled the thin blanket up to his chest,
and waited . .. and waited.

H s eyes had cl osed when he heard bare feet, and he turned and asked sleepily, "Wat took so
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| ong?"

"I ran into Istril, and she wanted sonething," Ryba said. "I'mnever off-duty anynore, it
seens. | was able to help her, but it took a bit longer than I'd thought. She thinks a | ot of
you. "

"She's a good person," Nylan said, stifling a yawn and reaching out to touch Ryba's silken
skin, skin so snoboth that no one would have believed that it belonged to an avenging angel, to the
angel .

"Yes. Al of the marines are good. That's one reason why | do what | do." Ryba let Nylan nove
to her, but the engineer felt the reserve there, the hol ding back that seened so often present,
even at the nost intimate tines.

And he hel d back a sigh, only agreeing with her words. "They all are good, and | do the best |
can."

"I know." Those two words were softer, much softer, and sadder. "I know " But she said nothing
more as they lay there in the cool night that foreshadowed a far, far colder winter-as they |ay
there and Ryba shuddered once, twi ce, and was silent.

Hryessa's words ran through Nylan's mnd, again and again. "But she is the angel."

Dar kness, what had they begun? Where would it end?

XXXVI | |

SI LLEK. GESTURES TO the chair closest to the broadleaf fern that screens the pair of wooden
arnchairs fromthe remainder of the courtyard and from Zeldyan's fam ly and retainers.

"You are nost kind, Lord Sillek," murnurs Zel dyan as she sits, leaning forward, the husky bell -
i ke tones of her voice just |oud enough to be heard over the splashing of the fountain.

"No," says Sillek. "I amnot kind. | amfortunate. You are intelligent and beautiful, and ..
He shrugs, not w shing to voice what he thinks. Despite the apparently secluded setting of the
chairs and | ow table between them he understands that all he says could be returned to Cethen

"Your words are kind."

"I try to nake ny actions kind," he answers as he seats hinself and turns in the chair to face
her directly.

"Necessity does not always permt kindness." The blond | ooks at Sillek directly for the first
time. "Necessity may be kind to you."

"You speak honestly, lady, as though | were a duty. There is soneone el se who has courted you?"

Zel dyan | aughs. "Many have paid court, but none, | think, to ne. Rather they have courted ny
father through ne."
"I would like to say that I amsorry."
"You are nore honest than nost, and nore conely." Her hand touches the silver and bl ack
rband briefly, and a sad smile plays across her lips. "Have you not courted ot hers?"
"I amafraid you have the advantage on ne, |lady, for | have neither courted, nor been courted-
until now. "

"Way m ght that be?" She |leans forward ever so slightly.

hai

"Because"-he shrugs-"1 did not wish to be forced into a union of necessity." He |aughs once,
not trying to hide the slightly bitter undertone.
"You are too honest to be a lord, ser. For that, | fear you will pay dearly." Zeldyan's tone is

sprightly.

"Per haps you could help ne."

"To be di shonest?" She rai ses her eyebrows.

"Only if dishonesty is to learn to | ove honestly."

"You drive a hard bargain, Ser Sillek." Her eyes drop toward the polished brown stone tiles of
the courtyard

Sillek reaches out and takes her right hand in his left. "Hard it may be, Zeldyan, but honest,
and | hope you will understand that is what | would give you." Another short and bitter |augh
foll ows, then several nonents of silence. "I would not deceive you with flowery words, though you
are beautiful and know that you are. But coneliness and beauty vani sh qui ckly enough in our hard
wor | d, especially when courted for the wong reasons."

"You are far too honest, Sillek. Far too honest. Honesty is dangerous to a ruler."

"It is, but to be less than honest is often nore dangerous.” Sillek frowns, then pauses. "Is it
so evil totry to be honest with the lady | wish to join?"

"You m ght ask her if that is her wish."

The Lord of Lornth takes a deep breath. "I did not ask, not because | do not care, but because
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I had thought it was not your wish. | have appeared in your life fromnowhere, and there nust be
many who have known and | oved both your visage and your soul." He laughs softly. "I had not mneant
to be poetic, here, but ny tongue betrayed ne."

Zel dyan's eyes noisten for an instant, but only for an instant, before she turns her head
toward the broadl eaf fern

Sillek waits, the lack of words punctuated by the splashing of the fountain. H's eyes flick
toward the end of the courtyard where he knows Gethen and Fornal make small tal k about crops and
hunting while they wait, and where, in another room the |lady Erenthla al so waits.

When Zel dyan faces Sillek again, her face is calm "Wat would say your | ady nother?"

"Nothing." Sillek wets his lips. "Her thoughts are yet another thing. A fine match, she woul d
think. She would say to ne that the Lord of Gethen Groves has |l ands, and his support wll
strengthen Lornth and your patrinony, Sillek."

"You court strangely, My Lord."

"So | do. Say also that | court honestly." He offers her a head bow. "Wuld you be ny consort,
| ady?"

"Yes. And | will say nore, Lord. Your honesty is welcone. May it always be so." Zel dyan bows
her head in return, then smiles ironically. "Wuld you wi sh ny conpany when you deliver ny consent
to ny father?"

Sillek stands. "I would not press, but | had thought we both night speak with your father, and
then with your nother."

"She would like that."

Sillek extends his hand, and Zel dyan takes it, though she scarcely needs it to aid her fromthe
chair. Their hands remain together as they wal k past the fountain and back toward the far end of
the courtyard

XXX X

NYLAN USED THE tongs to swing the rough bow frane into the focal point of the laser, struggling to
keep the power flows smooth and still shape the netal around the conposite core.

On the stones he used for cooling after the quench lay a circular cuplike device with a blunt-
very blunt-hook and two bows-npst of a norning's work. He hoped the netal cup and hook woul d serve
as an adequate artificial hand for Relyn; he was tired of the veiled references to one-arned nen.

H s eyes went back to the two bows. All told, the engi neer had made twel ve over the eight-day
before, each a struggle sandw ched between limted stone-cutting and building the heating stove
for the bathhouse, and welding the two |aundry tubs. Ellysia, relegated to laundry as a collatera
duty because her obvious and early pregnancy had linited her riding, had i nmedi ately conmandeered
both. According to what Nyl an had overheard, though, she refused to |aunder anything of Gerlich's.

Nyl an pernmitted hinself a smile at that, before he forced his concentration back to controlling
the | aser, and snoothing the nmetal around the corntlit conposite core of what woul d be another
bow.

As the tip of greenish light flowed toward the end of the bow, the energy flows fromthe
power head fluctuated nore and nore wildly, and Nyl an staggered where he stood, trying to hold the
| ast focal point.

Pphssttt! Even before the faint sizzling faded into silence, Nylan could tell fromthe collapse
of the flux fields around the |aser focal points that the powerhead had failed. The engi neer
sl unped. The other cutting powerhead was in little better shape. The weapons head, although
scarcely used, would squander power, depleting the cells in a fraction of a norning-w thout
acconpl i shing much, except destroying whatever it was focused on.

The | ast powerhead m ght |ast |ong enough to finish another handful of the conposite bows.

He frowned. First, he needed to cut the shower knife plates. Then, if the second powerhead
| asted that |ong, he could go back to the bows. At |east, the black tower was finished. That is,
the basics were-roof, floors, the hearth, chimeys, the stove and the furnace itself, and the
wat er systemfromthe tower wall to the | ower-1level cistern.

Everyone had needed sonet hi ng. Ryba had wanted weapons; everyone had needed shelter; the horses
had needed stables; the tower had needed sone windows ... the |list had seened endl ess.

He di sconnected the powerhead fromthe wand, glancing toward the unconpl eted bat hhouse behi nd
him Hul dran, Cessya, and the others were raising the roof tinbers on the stables.

The single clang of the triangle announced the noon neal, and Nyl an took the artificial hand
and the broken power-head. He dropped off the powerhead in the tower, then found Relyn by the
causeway. The mahogany-haired man sat on the stones watching Fierral and Jaseen spar, his eyes
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narr ow.
"Greetings, Mage."
"Greetings. | brought you something." Nylan extended the device
"What. . . might that be?"

"What | pronised the other evening when | neasured your arm" The engi neer extended the
artificial hand and nounting cup, neasured to fit over the healing stunp.

"It might be better than nothing, ser." Relyn took it in his good |eft hand.

Nyl an felt himself growi ng angry, and the darkness rising within him but he bit back the

personal anger and chose his words carefully before he spoke. "It is no evil to |ose, either a
battle or a hand, to soneone who is better. It is a great evil to refuse to struggle agai nst your
| osses. | offer you a tool to help in that struggle. Are you too proud to use that tool ? Does an

arnsman refuse a bl ade when his is broken?"

Rat her than say nore, Nylan turned and left. He was one of the first at table for the nidday
meal , rather than the last, but he refused even to look in Relyn's direction

After he ate, Nylan excused hinself and trudged back to the north side of the tower, where he
set up the laser with the remai ning power head.

On the other side of the tower, in the fields, the field crewSelitra, Siret, Ellysia, and
Berlis, who still conplai ned about her thigh wound-were gathering the beans, and di ggi ng up sone
of the bluish high-altitude potatoes. The potatoes that didn't seemready could wait, but with the
threat of light frosts growing heavier, the |last of the aboveground produce had to cone in.

Bet ween the carcasses dragged in by Gerlich and salted or dried, and the wild roots, and crops,
and the barrels of assorted flours gotten in trading, Wstw nd night get through the winter-on
tight rations. The food concentrates were al nost gone, far faster than Ryba or Nyl an had
anti ci pat ed.

G ang! dang! The triangle sounded twi ce.

Nyl an | ooked up fromreconnecting the second power-head as Istril led four other riders uphill
toward the ridge. Another set of would-be crop raiders, no doubt. There wasn't the swirl of the
white chaos-feel on the |local net that happened when | arge nunbers of arnsnen showed up. Wiy his
senses worked that way, he didn't know, only that they did.

Since they didn't seemto need him he turned his attention back to the work at hand. Wth the
goggles in place, he studied the sheets of netal taken fromlander three and the |ines chal ked on
t hem

Finally, he triggered the | aser and began to cut the knife plates, quickly and w thout mnuch
snoot hing. Al eight went quickly, and he took a deep breath when the |ong-handl ed plates were
conpl eted. The rest of the "valves" could be worked out with local materials, if necessary.

He noved the leftover netal and laid out the three rough bow forns and the three conposite
cores he had already cut.

Maybe... maybe... the laser would last through all three.
At the sound of hooves, Nylan |ooked up. Istril Ied a mount, over which was a body. So did two
of the marines who foll owed. Seven nmounts, and three bows in all, and no obvious casualties for

the marines. Nylan took a deep breath, then noticed that Istril had turned toward him

She reined up well short of the |aser

Nyl an checked t he power and pushed back the goggles. "No casualties?"

"No." She sniled broadly. "The bows work well. Very well." Then the snile becane a grin.
"Cerlich doesn't know what the frig he's tal king about. He couldn't have sent an arrow as far as
your bows, even with that nonster of his. It's technique."”

Nyl an nodded. "Wth nost things, it's technique.”

"The bows nay save a lot nore lives than the blades, ser. Qurs, anyway, and that's what we're
worried about." She paused, then flicked the reins. "W need to take care of these."

Nyl an of fered her a vague salute, watched as she turned her nount, then | owered the goggles.

The energy flows tunbl ed through the powerhead |ike green rapids, and Nylan felt he was using
all his energy just to snmooth them and it took even nore to begin to shape the rough netal bow
frame around the conposite.

Once nore, his face was a river of sweat as he struggled with the | aser and the shaping. And
once nore, he was drained, arns lined with internal fire and | egs shaking, by the time he finished
t he bow and quenched it.

The powerhead was failing, yet, after what Istril had told him the bows might be the nopst
i nportant thing he could nake before the | aser systemcoll apsed. So he rested on the cracked stone
he used as a seat, trying to catch his breath and regain his strength before begi nning the next
bow.

"So ... the mage is working hard." Relyn anbled into the north tower yard. He carried Nylan's
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creation in his left hand.

"The mage al ways works hard." Nylan w ped his danp forehead.

"You sweat like a pig. Yet | see no weapons, no hamrers, no hot coals.”

"This is harder than that."

"What ? You work the fires of the angels' hell?"

Nyl an stood and wal ked toward the firin cell bank and the |aser wand. "Watch. Then you can
deci de. "

Relyn's lips tightened, but he said nothing as Nylan | owered the goggl es. The engi neer inserted
the conposite strip in the groove of the bow frane, then picked up both with the tongs and the
| aser wand with his right hand.

Again, the greenish light flickered, and Nylan westled with the fluctuating power |evels as he
nmol ded netal around conposite. Sweat streanmed into and around his goggles. H's arnms and eyes
burned, and his legs felt rubbery even before he quenched the bow and set it aside.

He pushed back the goggles and blotted his face dry, but his eyes still burned fromstrain and
the salt of his sweat. His tattered uniformwas soaked. For a few nonents, he just sat there,
doubti ng whet her the powerhead woul d | ast through anot her bow.

"Wirse than the fires of the angels' hell,"” Relyn finally offered.

The words startled Nylan since, with all the concentration required, he had forgotten that the
young nobl e had been wat chi ng.

"It's hard, but I wouldn't know about the angels' hell. I've only seen the white mrror towers
of the denons."

"You | ook |ike nen and wonen, but you are not." Relyn shook his head. "You bend the order force
around chaos and formnetal like a smth, and the fire you use is hotter than a smth's. Yet al
the other angels say none but you can wield that green flane."

"I won't be able to do that much longer. The flanemaker is failing," Nylan conceded.

"That is why you work so hard?"

The engi neer nodded.

Finally, Relyn bowed his head. "I have not been gracious, or noble. This ... it is a work of
art, and you were generous to create it for ne, especially when you have so little of the flane
left. And you put sonme of your soul init. That | can see. | will use it, as | can, but | would

not wear it after my |ast words when we ate-or yours."
Nyl an understood that the statenent was as close to an apol ogy as he was ever likely to get,
and that the words had cost the younger nan a great deal

"It is yours to use." Nylan paused. "I only ask that you use it for good, not evil."

Relyn lifted his eyes. "You.have not.. ."

"No. | would not conpel," Nylan said, nentally adding, Even if | knew how, which | don't. "The
choice is yours. | don't believe in forcing choices. People resent that, and their resentnent
colors their actions and their decisions."

Rel yn studied the snooth netal. "Now ... | rnust think."

" About what ?"

The younger nan gave Nylan a crooked smile. "About what | have seen and what | nust do."

"I wouldn't stay here," Nylan said bluntly.

"But you do."

"That's true, but I'man angel. You aren't." As he spoke, Nylan found hinself thinking that he
was only hal f angel, assumi ng pure Sybran equated to pure angel

"Even angel s have choices, Mage." Relyn lifted his renaining hand, then turned and wal ked
uphill toward the ridge.

"What was that about?" Nylan asked hinsel f, wal king back to the bucket by the wall. He drank
and spl ashed his face before returning to the [ ast bow.

He shouldn't have worried about the |ast bow. The entire powerhead fused solid when he
triggered the power. He | ooked at the day's work-five bows. Seventeen bows in all. Not enough, but
better than none.

He began di sassenbling the |aser, and he had returned all the conponents, useless or not, to
the tower, all except the bank of firin cells and the five bows, when Ryba rode down fromthe
ri dge and reined up.

"Both the cutting heads for the | aser are shot,'

"What were you doi ng?"

"It doesn't matter. The total curulative flow was the issue. The heads are only made to |l ast so
long. | got five nore bows done."

"That's al nost enough. Can you nodi fy the weapons head?" asked Ryba, alnost idly, |eaning
forward on the roan, her fingers touching the staff of the conposite bow Nyl an had given her-one

Nyl an expl ained. "They're totally fused."
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of his better efforts.

"Not really. It's designed for maxi num power disbursenment in mininumtine-that's a weapon
configuration.” The engi neer unfol ded the carrying handle on the right side of the firin cel
frane.

"What about your . . . abilities?"

"I can channel the flows, shape them but | can't hold back that kind of power flow. Wth the
i ndustrial heads, they're designed to be choked down, except it's not choked. They draw power at
any | evel " Nyl an shrugged. Explaining how things felt with a new ability he couldn't
adequately describe even to himself was difficult. He unfolded the other carrying handle.

"How much power do we have |eft?"

"Fifty percent on one bank of cells. The energency generator mght |ast |ong enough to get that
bank to full power. Then again, it could quit any time. The bearings are nearly shot."

"That coul d power the weapons |aser, couldn't it?" Ryba smled again, alnost cruelly.

"For a while. The cells night hold for a year."

Ryba straightened in the saddle. "You' ve done well, Nylan. The great snith and engi neer. You
built a tower, a bathhouse, stables, figured out how to heat themand still |eft the weapons
laser. I'lIl see you at dinner."

As she rode off, with the way she spoke, he al nost w shed he hadn't acconplished so nuch.

XL

"SER GETHEN OF the Groves!" announces the young arnmsnman - in - training, "acconpanied by Lady
Erenthla, and Zel dyan, of the G oves of CGethen."

The single horn plays a flourish, and Sillek, concealing a wince because the horn player is off-
key, hopes that Gethen is not terribly nusical

Thr ough the opening doors of the great hall step the three, wal king up the green carpet toward
the dais where Sillek and his nother stand. The lady Ellindyja remains slightly back and to his
right, but close enough that Sillek can read her face.

In the hall are nearly threescore | andowners and others of prominence in Lornth, there to
witness the fornmal betrot hal

Zel dyan, eyes downcast, wal ks behi nd her father and side by side with her nother.

"She'll do for a consort,"” opines the lady Ellindyja. "CGood | ands, good bl ood, good nanners,
and good | ooks. And Ser Gethen will back you on the canpaign to take Rul yarth?"
"That was a deciding factor in announcing the betrothal,” Sillek lies. "But | would have no

nore speech on that. The fewer who know, the better."

"I will keep silent, but | rather doubt that her father's support was the deciding point,"
suggests Lady Ellindyja. "She took your fancy, and you'll tell me that her father will support you
to soothe me."

"I felt himout before I ever saw Zel dyan."

"I'f he knew you cared, he would have driven a harder bargain."

"He only has one son," Sillek says quietly, his |lips barely noving and his face inpassive as
Get hen and Zel dyan approach

The lady Ellindyja shrugs. "All ventures are a ganble. Had young Relyn taken back the Roof of
the Wrld, Ser Gethen would have doubl ed his | ands and influence. Now he nust support you nore.
Sonetimes luck is as inportant as skill."

"Your advice was the deciding factor, Mther dear
off the dais platformto greet Gethen

CGet hen inclines his head.

Sillek offers a half bow "Wlcone to Lornth, Ser Gethen." He turns to Erenthla. "And to you,
lady." Hi s |ast bow, and his deepest, goes to Gethen's daughter. "And to you, Zeldyan. | am
honored. "

Al t hough Zel dyan's face displays a polite smle, a tinge of a flush colors her cheeks as she
curtseys in response.

"Not so honored as we are," responds Gethen formally, and |loudly enough so that those even in
the back of the hall can hear

"You do offer me honor in entrusting your daughter into our family and care, and | assure you
that she will in turn be honored and cherished,” responds Sillek, turning his eyes fromthe father
to the daughter.

Both Gethen and Ellindyja frowm nonmentarily at the words "and cherished," while the white-
haired Erenthla sniles briefly.

whi spers Sillek just before he steps down
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Zel dyan monmentarily raises her eyes to Sillek, and they sparkle, before she drops them so
qui ckly that not even Ellindyja sees.

"As a pledge of ny trust,” Sillek continues, "I offer you the seal ring of a counsel or of
Lornth."

A dark-haired youth, an arnsnman - to - be, steps forward with a small green pillow on which
rests the golden ring.

"It is a token of ny faith." Sillek's eyes are clear and direct as he faces Gethen, so direct
that the ol der man pauses nonentarily.

"You do nme, and ny daughter, great honor, Lord Sillek."

"Only your due, ser. And hers."

This time, at the untraditional reference to Zel dyan, Gethen does not frown, although the |ady
El i ndyja swal | ows.

A second young arnmsnman approaches, with another pillow on which are two matching silver rings,
each with a square enerald set in the center of a miniature seal of Lornth.

Sillek takes the smaller ring. "Wth this ring, | ask for your hand, lady, and with it, |
pl edge both ny hand and ny honor."

She extends her left hand, and Sillek slides the ring in place, adding quietly, "And ny
devotion."

Then it is Zeldyan's turn, and her voice is cool and firm w thout bells, wthout brassiness,
wi t hout softness. She lifts the larger ring, and Sillek extends his hand. "Wth this ring, | give
you ny hand, and accept your hand and your honor." As she slips the ring in place, her fingers
tighten around his hand briefly, and she adds, "And give you the respect you deserve."

Gethen's eyes widen but fractionally, and then they cross with the lady Ellindyja's.

| Sillek's and Zel dyan's hands renmain | ocked for several instants, before Sillek finally says,
I oudly enough for all in the hall to hear, "Two hands prom sed in honor."

"Two hands promised in honor!" the onl ookers chorus.

Sillek steps onto the dais and draws Zel dyan up beside him After a nonent, he gestures, and
Gethen and Erenthla join them Al smle except the |lady Ellindyja.

XLI

THE DULL RUMBLE of thunder echoed across the Roof of the World, and a |ine of rain slashed at
Tower Bl ack. Water dribbled through the closed shutters of the great room but not through the

armagl ass wi ndows. The coals left fromthe norning fire inparted a residual warnth . . . and sone
snoki ness, because Nyl an had added the hearth after the walls had been started.
Nyl an sipped the cup of leaf tea slowy, lingering past breakfast. Wth his head still aching

two days after the laser had failed, he wondered if the bows had killed the power-heads earlier
than necessary. He massaged his neck again and | ooked around the enpty room The guards had |eft
the table and were working, either in the lower |evel of the tower, or in the stables, out of the
cold rain that had fallen for two days straight.

The inside tower drains were working, at least, and water seened to be filling the outfall
fromwhat he could see out the front door. Nylan sniled, but the smile faded as he thought of the
unconpl et ed bat hhouse and unfini shed outside conduits to the cistern. He should check those drains
bef ore | ong.

He wi shed he'd been able to roof and finish the bat hhouse before the rain. The heating stove in
the bat hhouse was only half-built. Wth the | aser gone, he'd have to nortar the plates for the
wat er heater in place, but he couldn't do any nore brick and stonework until the rain stopped, and
the clouds outside were so dark they were al nost bl ack

Nyl an took another sip of the hot tea that tasted al nbst undrinkable, but seemed to help rel ax
rigid rmuscles and relieve the worst of the headache, and nassaged the back of his neck with his
I eft hand once again.

The main tower door opened and then closed. A single figure stonped wet boots, then headed
toward the tables

"You | ook like manure." Ayrlyn slid onto the bench across the table fromthe engi neer. Her
short red hair was wet and plastered to her skull, and rivulets of water ran down her cheeks.

"Manure feels better. You | ook wet."

"The joys of trying to locate | ogs and tinber before the weather turns really nasty. W need
nmor e deadwood for the furnace and kitchen stove. It cuts easier.” Ayrlyn wi ped the water off her
face, but another rivulet coursed down her |eft cheek right afterward. "There's a lot of interna
work this place needs. That neans green wood, and it's a ness to cut."

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (102 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:18 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

Nyl an's eyes rose to the blank stone walls, the unfinished shelves, and the lack of interior
wall s. "You could say that."

Ayrlyn studied Nylan. "You |l ook |ike a worn-out engineer."”

"You | ook lIike a soaked and worn-out artisan and singer." Nylan paused. "I never did tell you
how effective that Westw nd guard song was."

"It's a terrible song," protested Ayrlyn.

"That's why it's effective. Every anthemever witten is terrible, either nelodically or
because it's lyrically tear-jerking."

"You' ve made a study?"

"No . . . but the Sybran anthem. . . you know, 'the winters of tinme... the banners of ice...
O how about the Svennish hymm to the nother? O ' The Swi ft Ships of Heaven' ? Have you really
listened to the words?"

"Enough." Ayrlyn | aughed. "Enough."

"Al'l right... but what about the Akalyrr 'Song to the Father'?"

"Enough! | said enough.”

Nyl an sipped his tea, trying not to grinace.

"That good?"

"I't helps. That's all | can say about it." He set the nug down again. "Have you | earned

anyt hi ng new fromour friend Rel yn?"

Ayrlyn glanced toward the end of the great room "He's learning how to use that hand, but he
still feels crippled- and angry. He's confused, too, because he owes allegiance to this Lord
Sillek, yet he feels he was tricked. He al so doesn't think nmuch of Narliat... or of Gerlich, for
that matter."

"He has good taste,"” Nylan said. "Has he told you anything new that we didn't know about this
pl anet ?"

"It's hard to say." Ayrlyn frowned. "He pretty nmuch agrees with Narliat's story about the
| andi ng of the denons, and so does Hryessa. She's taken to Saryn, by the way. She sees Ryba as a
goddess, and she can't relate to a goddess. Saryn's nerely a nmighty warrior. Hryessa also tells
the denon story a little differently-the denons are the patrons of nen and of the w zards, and
white is the color of destruction here."

"Way woul dn't it be?" asked Nylan. "The denons of light are white."

"In a lot of cultures, especially lowtech ones, white means purity. It was in ancient Svenn
and in Etalyarr. Here, darkness is pure, and there's not nuch enphasis on cleanliness. Al w zards
are men, obviously."

"Wonderful ." Nylan glanced toward the door and the stairs, but the great roomrenmi ned enpty
save for them
"Bl ack wi zards are rare. That's why Hryessa will | ook at you."

"Because |'mrare?"

"Because they all think you're a black wi zard." Ayrlyn smled.

"How woul d they know? | don't even know why what | do works."

"For Relyn, Hryessa, and Narliat, it's sinple. Wiite wizards throw firebolts w thout using
tools or weapons. Wiite w zards destroy people and things. Black w zards build things, |ike
towers, tools, and weapons. O heal. You build. So you're a black wizard." Ayrlyn shrugged. "You
al so have silver hair, and none of the white wi zards do. They aren't sure about black w zards,
since there aren't many."

"If | have to be one or the other, | guess it's better to be black.” Nylan took another sip of
the tea, trying not to nake a face, then set the earthenware nug-a recent addition from R enadre
and the brick kiln-down and nassaged his neck. "Your healing makes you a black w zard, too."

"I don't know that |'many w zard ..."

"You're a healer."

"A minor black wi zard, then. Very mnor."

Ayrlyn offered a quick smle, then continued. "Relyn seens to think that this Lord Sillek has
his hands full. H's western neighbor, a charnmng fellow named Il dyrom has been trying to take
over sone grasslands. Young Sillek also is being choked by his northern nei ghbor. Relyn doesn't
understand the governnent there, but it sounds |like a formof council run by big traders. They
hold the river near the Northern Ccean and all the ports.”

"So he's got trouble on all sides?"

"According to Relyn. Narliat says it's not that bad, and all Hryessa knows is that food has
gotten scarcer. Oh, Relyn also says that no one likes fighting the westerners-Jeranyi, | think
they're call ed-because the wonen fight al ongside the nen."

"Rat her chauvinistic culture.”
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"I'd say that's the rule, nostly. It's a warm pl anet."

"What does warnth have to do with nmal e chauvi ni sn?"

"It doesn't necessarily, except that wonen handl e extrene cold better than nen. Look at Heaven
where worren have nore than half the governnent. Sone ant hropol ogi sts theorize that cold tol erance
is the whole basis of the Sybran culture."” Ayrlyn spread her hands.

"Do these Jeranyi cone froma cold culture? | didn't recall any nountains there."

"No. Maybe there's sone other reason."

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"He's given nme a | ot about |ocal custonms, trade, that sort of thing, but it's background.

Hel pful, but background. The other thing is that this Lord Sillek doesn't have an heir, or any
surviving siblings. That bothered Relyn."

"Probably civil war if Sillek dies," nused Nylan. "Two out of three says this Sillek's
definitely got his hands full." He | ooked down at the rapidly cooling tea and wondered if he could
force himself to drink any nore.

"That's ny reading, but we're only going on what we've seen, and that isn't rmuch, plus the in-
depth reports of three locals, and the offhand remarks of traders."” Ayrlyn blotted a thin |Iine of
wat er from her neck bel ow her right ear. "Rain looks |like it's never going to stop."

"It's probably snowing on the mountaintops." Nylan | ooked toward the w ndows, then swung his
feet over the bench. "Time to check the drains."

"Drai ns?"

"The little details, |ike keeping the tower from being washed away. The things that get
forgotten in the sagas of heroes and heroic deeds.”

"Still bitter about that?"

"Alittle." He snorted. "But it's tinme to go get wet."

"I"'mgoing to dry off some before I go back out there."

"I haven't been out, and | should have been." The engi neer stood and carried the nug down to
the north door of the tower, where he washed it in the one bucket, rinsed it in the other, and
racked it in the peeled-linb framework | eaned agai nst the stone wall. The second slot in the upper
left was his.

Then he closed his jacket and eased open the north door, which not only squeaked, but scraped
agai nst the floor stones. A blast of rain slewed across him but he hurried out and cl osed the
door behind him

The water resistance of his ship jacket wouldn't last |ong, but he wanted to check the drains
in the unconpl eted bat hhouse. The last thing he wanted was the rain undercutting the walls or
their foundati on.

A roll of thunder foll owed another |ine of what seemed solid water that hit Nylan just as he
ducked t hrough the hal f-covered archway and into the unroofed bathhouse.

"Ch . . . frig!"

The water was al ready ankl e-deep. Nyl an pl odded forward toward the first drain where he could
sense some drai nage. He pushed back his sleeves and thrust his hands into the water, ignoring the
chill, feeling around, and finally finding a chunk of brick. He pulled that out of the nud, only
to have sonet hing sharp scrape the back of his |eft hand. He heaved the fragnent over the wall and
bent down again, fishing through the nmuddy water and coning up with a long shard of slate. He
threw that outside the walls and | ooked at his hand.

The rain washed away the blood fromthe thin cut as fast as it welled out, but the cut was only
ski n-deep. The water started to swirl down the drain, then stopped. The engi neer sighed and went
fishing again, this tine comng up with a round stone just the right size to plug the drain.

He wat ched the water swirl and start to drain, and again stop

After repeating the process nearly a dozen tines, the drain seened to be flowing freely, and he
sl ogged through the instep-deep water to the other end of the bat hhouse and the second drain-al so
pl ugged.

After four tries, he got the second drain running freely, but the first drain had becone
pl ugged agai n-with several nore stone fragnents.

Al in all, Nylan slogged back and forth between the two drains nearly half a dozen tines
before the area inside the walls was drai ned, although several depressions remained as ankl e-deep
puddl es.

Then he circled the tower, checking the rock-lined drai nage way on the | ower east side of the
tower. Wiile the drainage way was a narrow rushing streamthat seened to divert the deluge from
the tower foundations, beyond the stones the water had already dug a trench knee-deep through the
| owest point of the nmakeshift road to the ridge

Nyl an shook his head. They would need a stone culvert, or sonmething, to keep the road from
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bei ng washed out with every heavy rainstorm He took a deep breath and headed back to the north
door of the tower, his shipboots squishing with every step

Water-resistant or not, Nylan's jacket was soaked, as was everything else. But the drains were
wor ki ng, and the water fromall around the tower was flowing freely into the outfall he had
desi gned. Beyond the outfall... He just w nced.

H s head ached agai n; his neck and shoul der nuscles were tight, and his eyes burned, and he
trudged back to the north side of the tower. He turned the heavy lever, and the latch plate
lifted. A strong push and the door swung open, barely wi de enough for himto squeeze through
si deways, before it stuck

Nyl an edged inside and checked the door. The hinge pins were solid, and the strap plates hadn't
nmoved. He bent down, then nodded. Wth the noisture, the wood had swelled, and perhaps the |l atch
end had drooped sone with the extra wei ght and usage. Watever the exact reason, the end of the
door was wedged on the stone.

He grunted, and half lifted, half shoved the door back cl osed.

After closing the door, he took off his jacket and wung it dry, letting the water spill on the
stones by the door. Then he stripped off his boots and the shipsuit and repeated the process wth
the shipsuit, ignoring the fact that he was standi ng near-nude by the door. He turned his boots
upsi de down and poured out the remnmining water.

As he set them down, the north door eased open, then stuck once nore.

Siret squeezed inside, barely able to maneuver her thickening m dsection through the narrow
openi ng. Her deep green eyes fixed on him "Ser?"

"Trying to wing out the worst of the water,"” he expl ai ned.

Siret said nothing, her eyes still on himas he redonned the shipsuit, and he could fee
hi msel f bl ushing. Once he had the danp suit back on, he shoved the door shut, barefoot, his feet
sliding on the cold danp stones.

"I"'msorry, ser," Siret finally said. "I should have helped, but I ... | just... | don't know
what happened.” Her eyes did not neet Nylan's.

"That's all right." He slowy pulled on the danp boots. "Thank you." Siret turned and headed
toward the great roomon the other side of the central stairs.

Nyl an fol |l owed. Even before he was two steps into the great room he felt the heat, fromthe
hearth, nore wel cone than the odor of fresh bread coning fromthe grass baskets. He spread his
danmp jacket on the shelves beneath the stairs, then wal ked toward the warnth, glad that his seat
was close to the hearth.

The two tables were nearly filled with danmp marines. Narliat's dry |leathers stood out, as did
Kadran's and Kyseen's. The dryness of the cooks' clothing, Nylan could understand, but Narliat sat
beside Cerlich, who | ooked Iike a drowned rodent, with his danp chestnut beard and | onger hair
pl astered agai nst the back of his neck. Relyn, across the table, was soaked as well, but he
offered a snile.

Nyl an returned Relyn's smile and nodded when he passed Gerlich, and then eased into the seat at
the end of the bench closest to the hearth.

Saryn sat on the end of the table with her back to the wi ndows, across from Nyl an. Between her
and Ayrlyn sat Hryessa in danpened | eathers. Relyn sat to Ayrlyn's left.

"The fire feels good," Nylan observed.

"Since everyone's soaked, it seened like a good idea." Ryba smiled faintly. "Qur resident
heal er and conmuni cator pointed that out."

"The danp is worse for health than snow would be. So | suggested the fire," Ayrlyn said.

Nyl an turned on the bench so that the heat fromthe hearth would warm his back. Wile the
shipsuits were thin, the synthetics did dry quickly.

The big pot in the center of the table held a soupy stew, to be poured over the bread. Saryn
passed hima basket of bread, and he broke off a chunk, then stood and | adl ed stew over it.

"How di d you get soaked?" Ryba asked.

"Cleaning out the drains in the bathhouse so that the foundations woul dn't get washed away. |
al so checked the other drains and the outfalls."

"I't's snowi ng on the higher peaks," said Ayrlyn. "I wouldn't be surprised if we got snow here
within an eight-day or two."

"I hope it holds off. We've still got a bunch to do to get the bathhouse finished."

"WIl it take that |ong?" asked Ryba.

"Long enough," said Nylan, pouring the hot root and bark tea into his nug where, when the hot
liquid hit the clay, the nmug cracked in twd, as if a nmagical knife had cloven it, and the tea
poured across the table.

"Friggin'. . . I'" Nylan nearly knocked over the bench as he lurched sideways to avoid the
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boiling liquid that had started to drip off the table onto his |legs. As he stood beside Ryba's
chair, he | ooked around for something to wi pe away the tea.

"Ser!" Kyseen stood and tossed a bunched rag toward Nyl an, which opened and dropped onto
Hryessa's bread and stew.

Hryessa' s nout h opened.

"These things happen," said Ayrlyn calmy, as she reclaimed the rag and spread it on the tea

puddl e.
Hryessa | ooked at her stew and bread, then at Ayrlyn.
Saryn grinned, shaking her head. "It doesn't |ook like it's been your norning, Engineer."

Nyl an reached forward and gat hered the tea- and stew soaked rag, carefully winging the liquid
into the inside corner of the hearth where the heat would evaporate it. Then he nopped up nore of
the tea and repeated the process.

In time he sat back down, glad at |east that the split nug hadn't poured bark tea over his
bread and stew

"Here's anot her rmug, ser
fireright. I"'msorry."

"Wul d you pour the tea?" Nylan asked. "I haven't had nmuch luck." Rienadre took the kettle and
poured. The nug hel d.

"Thank you." Nylan took a small sip, marveling that the tea wasn't bad. That alone told hi mhow
bedraggl ed he felt. He took a nouthful of bread and stew, then another, trying to ignore the
bitterness of the tubers and onions. Fromthe corner of his eye as he set down his nug, Nylan
could see Cerlich bending toward Narli at.

"Fi ni shing the bathhouse with hand tools is going to take time-and dryer weat her,
added.

"Cannot a nage do anythi ng?" asked Narliat. "You have builded a tower that reaches to the
ski es, and you cannot nmeke a few channels in stone?"

Put that way... Nylan frowned. "Perhaps | can, after all." The real question was the tim ng of
Narliat's question. Was Gerlich thinking up the nasty questions for the arnsnan, or was Narli at
that disruptive on his own?

"You are a great mage, and great nmges do great things," Narliat added.

Nyl an wanted to strangle himfor the setup. Instead, he turned to the arnsman. "I have never
clained to be a great nmage. But | have done my best to acconplish what needed to be done, and
will continue to do so." His eyes locked on Narliat until the other |ooked away.

Then he took another chunk of bread and ate nore of the stew, trying to ignore the gany taste
Kyseen had not been able to nask with salt and strong onions.

" Rienadre set one in front of himand retreated. "Sone of them don't

t he engi neer

XLI

AS HE WAI TED for Ryba, Nylan stood in the darkness at the unshuttered, unglazed wi ndow and | ooked
at Freyja, the knife edges of the needl e-peak softened but slightly by the starlight and by the
snow.

H s stomach grow ed, rem nding himthat the spiced bear stewthat was what Kyseen had called it-
had not fully agreed with his system Wuld it be that way all winter, although he could scarcely
call it winter, since only a few dustings of snow had fallen around the tower? Not all of the
scrub bushes and deci duous trees had shed their gray |eaves, although it was clear nost kept about
hal f, shrivel ed agai nst the w nter

Meal s were enough, so far, to keep body together, but not nuch nore, and it wasn't that cold
yet.

Nyl an | eaned forward and | ooked to the north side of the tower and the hal f-roofed bathhouse.
Al nost instinctively, he curled his hands, and his fingertips rested on the callused spots at the
base of his fingers. He had far too much to finish, far too nuch, and, as tine passed, fewer and
fewer cared, except for the few like Ryba, Ayrlyn, and Hul dran, and the guards with children.

He turned toward the stairs as he heard Ryba's steps-heavi er now approachi ng.

"Dyliess hasn't been kind to ny bladder," said the nmarshal

"I"'msorry about the tower design," apologized Nylan. "I just wasn't thinking about waste
di sposal . "

In a rough-sewn nightshirt of grayish beaten |inen, Ryba sat down heavily on her side of the
twin couches. "Narliat and Relyn think this tower is luxury, the sort of place for |ords and dukes
or whatever. Neither wants to | eave. They'll have to, by spring at the latest."

"If they have to | eave, why are you letting them stay?"
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"I don't want the locals to find out nuch about us until we've got things in better order. So
far, the only people who have | eft have been those who have fled our weapons, nostly in terror,
and traders who have never seen things closely. I'd like to keep it that way for a while | onger
And we can learn a few things nmore from Narliat and Relyn." Ryba shrugged. "Relyn m ght end up
fathering a child or two, and he seens bright enough."

The engineer pulled at his chin, "You' re pregnant, and so are Siret and Ellysia. Isn't that a
ot for the nunbers we've got?"

"Three or four out of sixteen-not counting Hryessa- that's only about a third, and nost will be
able to fight by late spring. Mist children will be born in winter or early spring in Wstw nd,
anyway. "

The calmcertainty in Ryba's voice chilled Nylan nore than the wind at his back, but he asked,
" Four ?"

"I think Istril is, also," said Ryba.

"Istril? She doesn't strike me as the type to play around."”

"l could be wong," Ryba said. "I'mnot always certain about these things, but she will be
sooner or |ater."

"But who?"

"I can't pry-or see-into everything, Nylan. Right now, |I'mjust fortunate enough to be gifted,
or cursed, with glinpses of what might be. That's bad enough. Mre than enough."

"I" msorry."

"Do you know what it's like to see pieces of the future? Not to know, for certain, if they're
what will be or what mght be? O whether you'll bring theminto being by reacting agai nst then?"

Nyl an cleared his throat. "I said | was sorry. | hadn't thought about things quite that way."

Ryba | ooked at the stones of the wall beside Nylan. "You deal with stone and brick and netal -
the certain things. |'"'mwestling with what will sustain |life here for generations to cone. \Wat
do | do about men who are killers? O those who will |eave? O nmay | eave?"

"I don't like the inmplication that 1'll |eave." Nylan sat down beside the dark-haired woman and
touched her shoulder. "I don't have any pat answers. | do what | can, everything that | can think

O, as well as | can."

"I know, Nylan. You work |like two people. You ve done things | don't think are possible, and
Westwi nd woul dn't be without you. But a place isn't a conmunity without traditions, values, that
sort of thing, holding it together. That's why we need your tower, Ayrlyn's songs-"

"And your ability to teach and create mlitary strength?”

Ryba nodded. "It's going to be tough."

"It's already hard."

"It's going to get harder,
har der."

In the end, they lay skin to skin, and, after a tine, Ryba was passionate, denandi ng, and warm
Predi ctably, before they had even rel axed, she had to get up

"You just went," he protested sl eepily.

"There are sone things, especially now, where | don't control the timng." She pulled her gown
down and padded down the stone steps.

Fi ghting exhaustion and sleep, Nylan tried to analyze the subtle wongness behind her words .

but not hi ng made sense.

Before either solutions or sleep reached him Ryba padded back up the steps and slipped into
the couch. Her cool hand stroked his forehead for a nonent. "You' re a good man, Nylan. No natter
what happens, renenber that." She squeezed his shoul der

He squeezed her hand in return and nurmured, "Know you try your best, for everyone."

She shuddered, and |let himhold her, but she would not turn to himas she sobbed silently.

she predicted, |ooking out at the cold shape of Freyja. "A |lot

XLl

I N THE NORTH yard outside the bathhouse, Nylan picked up the hamer and chisel. Behind him on the
roof, Denalle and Hul dran spiked roof tiles onto the cross-stringers nortised into the main
tinmbers to provide a flat surface.

Over head, the clouds were white and puffy, |ike sunmer clouds, but the chill in the |ate autum
wind belied that. To the west, the clouds seened evenly spaced, and Nyl an hoped that they woul d
stay that way. Hi s eyes dropped to the pair on the roof-Cessya had ridden off with Ayrlyn.

dammed gourds, whatever they were, never ripened .. . bitter in the stew, worse than
that rancid bear neat. "
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"Just keep conplaining, Denalle, and I'Il spike your hand right under the next tile," snapped
Hul dr an.
"Pot at oes are good ... hope they last..."

"More spikes, Denalle.”

Nyl an I et his eyes drop fromthe unfinished roof to the dark stone before himthat would be a
wat er - condui t section

"And you cannot make a few channels in stone?" Narliat had asked, at Gerlich's pronpting. And
Ryba had just left Nylan hangi ng.

Hi s choices were sinple. Abandon the idea of showers. Finish the trough pipes in wood, which
woul d need conti nuous mai ntenance, or try lowtech stone-cutting nmethods. In a | owtech culture,
cleanliness was inportant for health and survival, and if he didn't nmake it easy or hal fway
conveni ent, cleanliness would go the way of the Wnterlance. Besides, abandoni ng anythi ng woul d
cause problens with Gerlich. He was conming to like the big nman less and | ess. Was that because he
was comng to trust his feelings nmore? And Ryba- how much was she deceiving him just to ensure
that Westwi nd woul d survive?

He noistened his lips. In sone ways, it didn't natter. He was stuck finishing the bathhouse the
hard way. He took a deep breath and studied the chunk of dark stone, letting his senses drop into
the heavy nmass, following the lines of stress and fault. If he nudged that line... and boosted
that... then, just maybe, the stone would break ..

He brought the hanmer down on the chisel. Cung! The inpact shivered up his left arm There was
a technique to chiseling stone, and he had no idea of what it was. He raised the hamer again.

Clung! A flake of stone the size of his thunb flew fromthe chisel, but the reverberation stil
nunbed his arm A dozen strokes later, he had |earned a better angle and not to grip the chisel so
tightly. He also had only chi pped out a narrow groove in the stone.

The cl ouds had al nost di sappeared, |eaving the sky a bright green-blue, but the wi nd seened
stronger, and col der.

Even before he heard the hooves, Nylan could sense the approachi ng horses, know ng that they
were marines-and Ayrlyn. There was no sense of the white disorderliness that seened to acconpany
the arrival of |ocals.

The five horses, and the cart acquired from Skiodra and since rebuilt, headed over the ridge
and down the track to the tower. The clay remmi ned danp enough fromthe previous rain that there
was no dust. Riding pillion behind Istril was a wonan in tattered |eathers, with | ong brown hair.
Anot her refugee? wondered the engineer. And Istril? She wasn't riding any differently. Was that
anot her of Ryba's foresights? Sonmething that m ght be?

Nyl an shrugged, wondering how many nore wonen would arrive at Tower Bl ack before the winter
closed in. Gven the attrition the angels had suffered, nore bodies would be hel pful-if there were
enough food. They had the sheep and the chickens, but how woul d they feed |ivestock through the
winter? Didn't that mean nore grain? O grass or hay? O sonething?

As the horses passed and he saw that Ayrlyn was safe, he picked up the hanmer once nore,
ignoring the nunbness in his fingers fromthe wind and the inpact of iron upon steel

By the time the triangle by the main south entrance to the tower clanged for the m dday neal,
Nyl an had conpl eted rough channels in two stones, each the length of his forearm Hi s fingers were
cranping, and his arns were scratched fromthe rock fragments that had split and ricocheted. No
wonder not much got built quickly-or with any conplexity-in a |owtech, culture.

Nyl an set aside the hanmrer and chi sel and stood stretching as Denall e and Hul dran clinbed off
the roof. The eastern side was nore than half finished. "Looks good," he offered. "Except we have
to nortar it or it'll be dripping nelted snow inside all winter," pointed out Hul dran.

"Doing the roof's friggin' hard on the knees," added Denalle.

"You want to wash clothes in the snow?" asked the ol der guard.

"The way things are going," said Denalle, |ooking down at her threadbare and tattered working
shipsuit, "we won't have anything to wash."

"The heal er just brought in a cart of some kind of cloth, and nore barrels of flour, it |ooked
like. You'll be spending part of the winter sewing up your kit for next year." Huldran sniled at
Nyl an

"I didn't sign up for sew ng."

"Neither did the rest of us. Do you want to fight with your bare breasts hangi ng out?" asked
Hul dr an.

Denal l e glared at the ground.

"Let's go eat," suggested the engineer.

As Nylan neared the |ower table, Relyn, sitting beside Jaseen, raised his right arm and the
artificial hand, and nodded. The engi neer sm | ed back.
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"You nmade that, ser?" asked Hul dran. "Wy?"

"So he wouldn't have any excuses to nope around,"” Nylan said dryly. "You'll note that | made it
blunt. Very blunt."

Hul dran | aughed.

The newconer was seated between Saryn and Ayrlyn, near the head of the table on the w ndow
side. For sone reason Narliat was on Ayrlyn's right, with Gerlich on the other side of the forner
arnmsman. Nyl an surveyed the two tables and found that Hryessa was seated near the foot of the
second table, beside Istril and across from Relyn and Jaseen. Istril |ooked down at her trencher
and her lips curled. Had Ryba been right? WAs she pregnant? The engi neer gl anced toward the hearth
and kept wal king until he reached the end of the table.

"How is it going?" Ryba asked as Nylan waited for Hul dran and then slipped into his end seat
besi de the nmarine.

"Hul dran and the others are doing well on the roof. Maybe two days before it's tight."

"Could be three," Huldran said, "if we run into trouble.”

"And you?" Ryba asked Nyl an

"I"'mgetting the hang of the stone-cutting, but it's slow"

"The weather will hold for at |east several days," Ayrlyn said.

"Good." Nylan poured sone of the hot bark-and-root tea and waited. The nmug did not crack. He
picked it up and took a sip, waiting for Huldran to help herself to the bread in the grass basket.
"Anot her refugee?" The engineer turned to Ayrlyn as he took a chunk of bread and handed t he basket
to Ryba.

"Thank you," said the marshal

"This is Murkassa," said Ayrlyn in AOd Anglorat. "She's fromGiotos. That's a little town in
Gall os, just east of the Westhorns."

The round-faced girl, and she seemed nore a girl than a woman, nodded, her long hair so thin
that it fell in a cloud over her shoul ders.

"This is Nylan. He is an engi neer and a nage," Ayrlyn explained, still in Anglorat.

Mur kassa's brow furrowed at the word "engineer." She turned to Ayrlyn. "Wat kind of mage?"

"Black, I'mtold," Nylan answered before Narliat could open his mouth and create trouble. "I
make things."

Narliat had his mouth open, but Ayrlyn's el bow caught the forner arnsnman in the gut, and he
closed it.

"Nylan is-" Cerlich started to speak, then stopped as he realized Mirkassa did not understand
hi m

"How was your luck with the traders, Ayrlyn?" asked Ryba.

"They had sone of what we needed, but it cost nme three blades and a gold." She glanced at
Nylan. "I'mnot quite as good as the engineer."

"Any spi kes?" Nyl an asked, knowi ng that Hul dran wanted to know.

"A smal|l keg-those were half a gold, and they wouldn't budge on that, but you and Hul dran put
them high on the list."

"We can't finish the bathhouse roof wi thout them" said the marine. "Not wi thout taking al
wi nter."

"What el se?"

"Heavy wool cloth. Rough as a new recruit. Sone tanned hides for w nter gloves, another eight
barrels of flour and two of dried fruit. A bag of salt for drying whatever we slaughter or bring
in fromhunting. Another big kettle for Kyseen. A half-dozen needl es-another half gold, but how
can anyone sew wi t hout needl es?-and a roll or spool of heavy thread that's al nost twine. And a
bunch of little things, sone spices, and a big bag of onions and two sacks of potatoes, and a
barrel of dried corn for the livestock." The redhead shrugged. "That doesn't |eave too nuch in the
Westwi nd treasury. They said they'd be back in an eight-day, if it doesn't snow "

"After that, we'll probably be on our own, | guess," said Ryba. "The snow line is creeping down
the peaks around us." She turned to Miurkassa and switched to Anglorat. "How .. . did you .. . cone
to Westw nd?"

"I was sold to be the consort of Jilkar. He is a hauler in Giotos, and a strong nman. He beat
his first consort to death because she angered him She gave himonly daughters, and then she ran
away with a trooper from Fenard. Jilkar found themand let the man go." Mirkassa shrugged. "He
woul d have beaten me. He beats everyone. | heard of the tower of wonen, and | ran. If | did not
find you, I would die in the Westhorns. But | did find you." A fleeting snmile crossed her face.

"You are wel cone to stay as long as you wi sh."

"Can | stay forever?"

"I'f you follow our way," Ryba answered. "No one said anything to Jilkar?" Ayrlyn's tone
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suggest ed she knew t he answer.

"No. He is the hauler. He takes the wool to Fenard. He is stronger than any two nmen, and he has
a house on the hill with guards.”

As the others drew out the sordid social structure of Gnotos, all too famliar a pattern, from
what Nyl an could tell, he sipped the tea and ate.

After the nmidday neal, Nylan returned to the north tower yard, and the cold wi nd out of the
nort hwest. Hul dran, Cessya, and Denalle worked on the roof, with Cessya |ugging up the stones,
Denal | e pl aci ng them and Hul dran spi king themin place.

Nyl an studied the stone that he was supposed to turn into a conduit. There had to be a faster
way to cut the stone, didn't there? For a long tine, he let his senses range over the obl ong of
bl ack rock before him He'd already di scovered that he felt uneasy, so nuch that his head ached
and his stonmach twisted, if he even came close to minmicking the white lines of fire that the I oca
mages ef fected.

After concentrating on the stone for a time, he finally placed the chisel and lifted the
hamer. The reverberati ons seenmed to be | ess when he didn't worry so nuch about precise chise
pl acenent, but the order of the stone.

H s progress was better with the new technique, not anything to boast about conpared to the
| aser, but by the tinme the triangle clanged again, he had five nore | engths of conduit bottom

After he stacked the conduit in the corner of the bathhouse, on the eastern side under the
conpl eted roof, he flexed his sore and increasingly callused fingers-only small blisters.

"You really got that in place,"” he told Huldran, |ooking up at the expanse of conpl eted roof
tiling.

"Thank darkness that the healer cane up with another keg of spikes." The narine reached out and
knocked on the side of the crude | adder-pole she had just clinbed down. "I never thought so, but
you m ght get your bathhouse and | aundry, ser."

"I thought you wanted the showers," Nyl an joked.

"Choosi ng between stinking and bathing in ice water isn't a choice |I'd want to nake." Hul dran
| onered the | adder-pole, and she and Denalle laid it down under the conpleted roof, then gathered
t he spi kes they had dropped.

Every single spi ke was valuable, Nylan realized, especially in a |lowtech culture where each
had to be fashi oned by hand. He wal ked around the tower to the stream hoping it wouldn't be too
| ong before he could use the bathhouse. After washing his hands and face, he wal ked back around
the tower and, as he neared the al nost-conpleted archway fromthe bathhouse to the tower, he
whistled a few notes. What were the words?

" an engineer's work is never done, / not even after the long day's run .

He smiled to hinself as he opened the door, which no | onger scraped the stones-although it had
taken Saryn and Selitra nost of a norning to plane and carve it back into shape.

"You seem cheerful, Engineer," said CGerlich. Narliat just bowed.

"The stone-shaping's com ng better, and Huldran's got the roof in place."

"Good." Cerlich offered a quick snile, and he and Narliat turned, |eaving Nylan as he cl osed
the north door.

The engi neer wondered why neither had | ooked pleased. Did they want to stink or bathe in
freezing water? O was it because each of Nylan's acconplishnments boosted Ryba's authority and the
satisfaction of the guards with her rule? And it was rule, Nylan knew full well, and there wasn't
that much doubt in Nylan's nmind that Gerlich would rather be the one doing the ruling-or that
having Gerlich in charge would be a disaster. Ryba did what had to be done, but Nylan knew it
wasn't always easy for her. Gerlich would end up like every other male tyrant on the planet.

He pulled at his chin, wondering why so many nmen had to dom nate. Then maybe wonen woul d be
just the same, given the chance. Wth a shrug, he wal ked toward the hearth of the great room and
the aroma of fresh-baked bread and cooked oni ons.

XLXI V

Hl SSL PACES ACRCSS the small room then peers out the window toward the river and the stubbled
fields that Iie beyond. Al though the sun glints off the puddles in the fields, the sky is turning
the bl uer green-blue that presages winter. The w zard | ooks away fromthe distant points of glare
and paces back toward the table.

"Not hing! W sit here and wait. And Terek nmeets with Lord Sillek while I rot here.”

He paces back across the snmall room passing the table and the screeing glass again, then back
to the wi ndow. The distant puddles still throw glare at him
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Finally, he seats hinself at the table that holds the flat nmirrorlike glass. He concentrates.
The white mists swirl. He concentrates until the sweat beads on his forehead, although the roomis
pl easantly cool, filled with the scents fromthe bakery up the street, and the hum of
conversati ons.

At last, the image appears-that of a black tower, with a second, and |ower, building rising
beside it, already roofed with the same black slate tiles that cover the taller tower. A short,
stone-wal | ed causeway | eads to the tower and to a heavy door banded together with strips of netal -
not iron, but sone netal Hi ssl does not recognize, though it feels like iron through the gl ass.

Farther uphill, the angels, sone in black and others in |eathers, are digging a long ditch in a
line that |eads toward the tower. On the uphill portion of the ditch, the black nage and an angel
are placing lengths of stone in the trench. There is a trough filled with what night be nortar
besi de the stones.

H ssl squints and tries to focus the image, but the best he can do is catch a glinpse of a
section of rock that appears to have a deep trench gouged in it. He slunps back into the chair.

"Bl ack angels and a black mage." He shivers for a noment. No |ord he knows could have built a
tower like that, and not in a nmere two seasons. Yet the black mage who lives with the angels has
done so, and the mage has done other things, as well, things that H ssl does not understand.

"Still, they have not felt the winter, and the nunmber of cairns grows. By spring . . ." He
rai ses his eyebrows and sniles.

In the spring and early sumrer, |ldyromand his people will be busy planting. Hi ssl nods to
hi nsel f.

XLV

A LON FI RE burned in the bathhouse stove, but the building- still open inside except for the three
jakes stalls at the north end-remained chill.

Nyl an washed and shaved his several days' worth of beard in one of the laundry tubs. He | ooked
wistfully to his right, at the unfinished showers, and at the piles of slate stone and powdered
nortar heaped in the mddle of the room Wile there was water to the ceram ¢ nozzles, he and
Hul dran still had to finish the stone floors, or all they would have woul d be frozen clay. He took
a deep breath and spl ashed away skin, whiskers, and bl ood.

After washing, he rinsed his waste water down the floor drain, with a breath of relief as the
wat er gurgled out of sight. He hoped the conbinati on of deeply buried drain lines and the outfal
covering-and oversi zi ng-woul d be enough to get themthrough the wi nter

Wearing just a tattered pair of trousers-spoils, again- he wal ked the | ength of the bathhouse,
al ong the already packed clay of the east side, and through the archway into the tower and up the
stairs, all four flights to the top |evel

Ryba had al ready dressed, and was pulling on her boots as Nylan stripped off the |eather
trousers and donned his working shipsuit. She stood and strai ghtened the bl anket as he struggl ed
into the | eather boots.

"It looks like a stormis coming in hard," she said. "Can you finish the bathhouse?"

"The inside will take a day or two nore. We've got the jakes and the laundry area finished."
Nyl an wal ked over to the sol e armagl ass wi ndow and | ooked up at the dark clouds boiling out of the
nort hwest, cloaking Freyja in blackness, with snow thickening and dropping to shroud the | ower
parts of the western peaks and the hei ghts behind the tower.

A thin layer of ice covered the wi ndow | edge outside the casenent, and the engi neer watched as
one flake, then another, dropped onto the ice, nelding with it and turning transparent, the bl ack-
gray stone show ng through.

The flakes thickened, and even the | ower sections of Freyja disappeared in the snow that seened
so white near the tower and so dark in the di stance. The ground remained brown, with a few white
pat ches.

Nyl an cl osed the armagl ass wi ndow, and the shutters. Wen he | ooked down, he realized that he
had stood before the open wi ndow | ong enough for a snmall pile of flakes to accunulate, but as he
wat ched, the whiteness faded into a danp splotch on the roughly snoothed plank floor.

"Way did you close the shutters?" asked Ryba, fully dressed in her shipsuit, and even wearing a
bl ack ship jacket. "It |ooks like mdnight in here that way. | can't see in pitch-blackness, the
way you can."

"We're going down to the nain level, and no one's going to be here."” He wal ked around the
couches toward where the marshal of Westw nd stood.

"That makes sense, but it still bothers me when it's so dark."
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"It's going to be a long and dark winter."
"You are so cheerful this norning."

"I try," he answer ed.

They wal ked down the | ong stone steps, the sounds of their boots echoing away fromthe
stairwell and into the open |levels they passed. Several narines were still dressing on the third
| evel , but none | ooked toward Nyl an and Ryba.

The tables were largely full, and even Mirkassa sat at the end, on Istril's right, while
Hryessa sat on the slimtrooper's left. Istril |ooked at the bread on her trencher, but had not
lifted it.

Did she | ook pale? Nylan smled, getting a quick and faint smle in return as he foll owed Ryba
toward the head of the table and the hearth.

After he slid onto the bench, Nylan poured the bark-and-root tea into the dark brown nug. The
tea's taste was still bitter, but warm ng. He reached for the dark bread.

"A stormlike this won't last,"” predicted Relyn, sitting at the |last seat on the w ndow side of
the first table. "The snowfl akes are too large."

"The snow will bring a long rest,"” pronounced Narliat. H's cloak was wapped tightly around
him and he glanced toward the cold hearth.

"I"'mglad for the rest," announced Hul dran

"You don't get one. Not yet," said Nylan. "W've still got the shower floors and partitions to
install."

"Cessya can help."

Cessya | ooked at Hul dran, her eyes dark

"It's easier than clearing and packing snow," intervened Nyl an.
"What are you tal king about?" asked Cerlich.
"W still have to keep the area around the doors, the outfalls, and the trails to the stables

and down to the forest open." Nylan pulled at his chin, then | ooked toward Ayrlyn, then Ryba. Both
nodded.

"We'll need to have ways the horses can travel. They'|l need sone exercise," pointed out
Ayrlyn. "We'll need themto bring up nore wood." She cleared her throat "Hryessa, Siret, and
Mur kassa need to gather nore cones."

"Cones?" asked Nyl an.

"They have seeds, and they'll help feed the chickens,

"Your chickens, they will taste like the pine trees.™

"I"d rather have live pine-tasting chickens than dead tasty ones hal fway through the winter. W
don't have near enough food for the livestock, and that will help," answered Ayrlyn. "If the
traders cone back, they're supposed to have sone nore dried corn. If they cone back . "

"W can't have people sitting around all winter," added ' Saryn. "They'd be at each others
throats."

"They can't sit around anyway," said Ryba. "We'Il|l need sone additional food, sonething from
hunti ng, and probably nore firewood."

"Alot nore firewood," predicted Nylan. "We probably ought to require dragging as nuch up here
as we burn."

" How?"

"I'f we keep doing it, we should be able to keep a path clear to the forest at the base of the
ridge. Ayrlyn-you said we could drag trunks with the horses, and cut them outside the causeway."

"The guards can only stay out so |ong, and we don't have enough col d-weat her clothing for
everyone," pointed out Saryn.

"We have wool and thread and needles," said Ayrlyn.

Nyl an cleared his throat. "W could dry sonme of the wood near the furnace, and we need a | ot of
furni shings-tables, even dressers."

"We don't have that many nails," said Ryba.

Ayrlyn said.

"They used to put things together with pegs. We can do that," Ayrlyn pointed out. "It takes
nore tinme, but we're going to have a lot of tine."

"You can nmake glue," added Relyn. "The crafters dry and grind hooves, | think, and sone parts
of the hides and boil them"

"Arms practice. For everyone. | don't want a tower full of crafters cone spring," added Ryba.
"They'll have to be better than any of the locals when the battles resune.”

"I think archery is out," said Nylan.

"Because of the weather? No. There will be enough cl ear days
"The clear days are cold enough to a freeze a man's lungs," said Relyn.

"Whol en scarves woul d help," Ayrlyn said, "but you'd have to hold down heavy exertion and nouth
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breat hi ng. "
"We'll take it as it cones." Ryba broke off a chunk of bread. "There's a |lot we can do to get
ready for next spring and summer."”
"How are we going to get around in this stuff?" asked Huldran, with a gesture toward the
wi ndow. "W don't have skis or sleds or sled dogs."
"Slowy," says Hryessa. "In the | ower Westhorns, the snow gets deeper than a horse's head."
"Snowshoes," Ryba said, "and ol d-fashi oned wooden skis with | eather thongs, just |like Gerlich
and Saryn have been making."

Nyl an frowned. Whuld he have to learn to ski? He didn't | ook forward to that at all, not at
all.

"Have you ever skied?" Ayrlyn asked him

"No. | never saw the joy of slogging through powdered ice for fun."

"I can learn it, and |I'mnot even Sybran," insisted Ayrlyn. "lI'mnostly Svennish. You're at

| east half Sybran, aren't you?"

"About half and half. It gets conplicated. But ny grandfather Wryl was a Svenn. He cane to
Heaven as a boy. Does that nake me nore Sybran than if he'd cone as an adult?" Nyl an | aughed. "He
didn't ski, either."

"Was he a blond, too, ser?" asked Istril. "Like you used to be?"

"I think so. He died when | was little."

"Just because he didn't ski doesn't mean you can't," pointed out Ayrlyn.

"Especially since you'll have to if you want to go anywhere in the wintertinme," added Ryba.

"You nake it sound so attractive. |I'lIl have to." Nylan frowned. "Either freeze or be stranded
in the tower."

"I't's not that bad," said Saryn.

As Nyl an thought about a response, he saw Istril hurry fromthe table, toward the north door
and di sappear. Her bread was untouched.

"You'll like it," added Ryba.

Ayrlyn gave a quick grin.

Nyl an took a sip of tea, warmtea, and wondered just how badly he would freeze | earning to get
around on wooden sl ats.

XLVI

IN HER GREEN tunic and trousers, her hair bound back in a green and bl ack enanel ed hairband,
Zel dyan steps into the tower room After closing the door, she bows deeply to the |ady Ellindyja.
"Honor and greetings to you, lady."

"You are now the Lady of Lornth, and I am honored," answers Ellindyja. She does not rise from
t he cushi oned bench in the alcove, but |owers the enbroidery hoop to her lap. "Your grace in
comng to visit so soon shows great respect for your lord, and | am pleased to see that."

"I respect Sillek, nore than nost would ever know. You are ny consort's nother, and, out of ny
deep respect for him always to be honored and respected," says Zel dyan, inclining her head to
El i ndyj a agai n.

"I amso pleased to be included in your respects, dear, especially since your nother has al ways
been one of ny dearest friends." Ellindyja knots the yellowgreen thread with deft notions, and
takes up the needle.

"She woul d count you anong her dearest and nost trusted friends," answers Zel dyan, stepping
toward the al cove where Sillek's nother begins an enbroi dered | eaf on the white linen. "And a wi se
woman. "

"Wse? | would think not," says Ellindyja as the needl e conpl etes another | oop of green
conprising the leaf. "For ny son has |less of his heritage than his father."

"I amconfident that situation will change, nmy lady, and that the greatness of Lornth will
i ncrease. "

"Wth enemi es on three sides, Lady Zel dyan?"

"While | would certainly defer to those who understand arns and ot her weapons far better than
do, | have great faith in ny lord Sillek." Zel dyan pauses. "And great faith that you will offer
counsel to him"

"I have always attenpted to be of service to the Lords of Lornth, to his father, and to
Sillek.” Ellindyja conpletes the small |eaf, knots the thread, and rethreads the needle with
crinson.

The faint whine of the late fall wind rattles the closed tower w ndow, but neither wonman | ooks
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toit.

"And you have," responds Zel dyan. "You surely have."

"Thank you, ny dear." Ellindyja knots the crinson thread and nakes the first stitch in the
smal | segnent of the Iinen that will be a drop of blood. "I understand that your father has
remai ned here in Lornth for a tinme."

"He plans to |l eave for Carpa tonorrow, now that he has seen ne safely joined to Sillek."

"And your not her?"

"She will arrive to see you presently. | prevailed upon her to allow me a few nmoments with you
to convey ny respects."

"You know, ny dear, Sillek may have been even wi ser than | had thought. Toget her we mi ght be of
great assistance to him" The crinson stitches bring the hint of arterial blood to the Iinen

"My lord Sillek respects you greatly, Lady Ellindyja, and | would prefer not to intrude upon

that bond or that trust. | would be nost happy for any and all advice that you m ght have."

"As | said, Lady Zeldyan, Sillek chose wisely." Ellindyja s voice is dry, but she holds the
needle still for a nonent. "I would trust that you m ght pay sone heed to the possibility of
ensuring the succession of Lornth."

Zel dyan bows slightly. "I would Iike nothing better, ny lady."

A muffled thrap sounds on the door

"That woul d be your nother, | presune?"

"Yes, ny lady."

"I'f you would be so kind as to bid her enter?" Ellindyja' s needle flashes again as Zel dyan
steps toward the door.

"But, of course. She has | ooked forward to seeing you for sonme seasons.
opens the door.

"Cakes and sweets should be arriving shortly," announces Ellindyja, "for the three of us. | had
hoped we m ght converse." She stands and sets aside the enbroidery hoop. "Erenthla!"

The heavi er white-haired woman bends forward and brushes Zel dyan's cheek with her |ips before

Zel dyan sniles and

stepping fully into the roomand responding. "Ellindyja, | amso pleased to see you."
Zel dyan cl oses the door and, with a faint smle, stands, waiting.

Part Il - THE W NTER

XLVI |

As HE WALKED back fromthe bathhouse, and the jakes he was getting gl adder and gl adder about
havi ng conpl eted, Nylan pulled down the ship jacket that had a tendency to ride up over the lined
| eat her trousers. The lining consisted of the synthetic material left fromhis tattered work
shipsuit, inexpertly stitched in place. The conbinati on was warner than the shipsuit, and
certainly less drafty.

In the archway between the bathhouse and the tower, just before the closed north door, ice was
already formng on the walls, fromthe collected and frozen condensati on of the breath of those
who passed through, and fromthe noisture coming fromthe conpl eted showers.

"Too far fromthe furnace or the water-heating stove." The engi neer opened the north door and
then closed it behind him his fingers tingling fromthe chill nmetal latch-not quite cold enough
to freeze skin to it

He coul d sense the residual warmh fromthe furnace ducts as he wal ked into the great room
al though he could tell fromthe lack of air notion that no | ogs had been added to the firebox
recently.

He stopped at the staircase when he saw Ayrlyn bent over her lutar. For a time, he listened to
the soft words which she hal f-sang, half-humed.

On the Roof of the World, all covered with white,

| took up ny blade there, and | brought back the night.

Wth a blade in each hand, there, and the stars at my boots,

Wth the Legend in song, then, | set down ny roots.

The denons have cl ai ned you, forever in light,

But the darkness of order will put themto flight.

W1l break themin twain, soon, and return you your pride.
For the Legend is kept by the blade at your side.

The bl ade at your side, now, must always be bright,
and the Legend we hold to is that of the right.
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For never will guards |ose the heights of the sky,
And never can Westwind this Legend deny..
And never can Westwind this Legend deny.

The words echoed softly in the great room and the wind that hurled the snow agai nst the
shutters and wi ndows supplied a backdrop of of f-rhythm percussion

The four armagl ass windows in the great hall provided the only exterior light, and that
illumnation was dinnished by the stormand the snow that had gathered in the outside w ndow
| edges and hal f covered each with snow. Snow sifted through the wi ndows that had but shutters and
built into mniature drifts on the stone |edges, drifts occasionally swirled by the gusts that
forced their way around the edges of the shutters and sent thin tendrils of freezing air across
the room

Nyl an waited until Ayrlyn stopped and | ooked up before he spoke. "That's a haunting nel ody."

"It should carry the words well enough." Ayrlyn's voice was cool, measured. "That's what she
wants. "

"Ryba?" Nyl an eased hinself onto the bench on the other side of the table fromthe redhead.

"Who el se wants songs? Most people work on firewood, food"-she | aughed softly-"or bathhouses
and towers. | still have to do other things. Skis are what Saryn and | have been doi ng, but the
song cones first, or, at least, not last." Ayrlyn paused. "You haven't nade your skis or even
tried skiing. That's going to make it hard on you. Even Siret's been out, and in her condition
bal ancing isn't easy."

"Do | have to?"

"OF course not. You can stay inside all winter or walk the two trails we can keep packed.
Anyway ... | wish | could have spent nore tinme learning the skiing, but Ryba wanted the songs."

The engi neer frowned. "She's trying to build a culture, in a hurry."

"I don't object to that. Songs have al ways been part of any culture, and we need some sort of

verbal reminder..." Ayrlyn paused. "I just don't know that | |ike what |'m doing. The words are as
much hers as mne, and ... | just don't know."

"The guards seemto like them™

"Do you?"

The directness of the question stopped Nylan, and he pulled at his chin, then |licked his |ips.
Finally, he answered. "They're too harsh." Then he shrugged. "But people only respond to strength,
or force, whether that force is in song or a blade."

"Whet her they're angels or denopns.”

Nyl an nodded.
"So the great marshal will use every tool offeree necessary."
"I don't see that we've had much choice. Man, Gerlich, Relyn, bandits ... all of them wanted

to force things their way."

"That's a sad comrent on so-called intelligent beings." Ayrlyn glanced toward the stairwell.
"So... I'll sing this one tonight, after the evening neal. It should please the marshal."

"You're angry."

"It doesn't matter, does it? She's right. This world needs changing. Even | see that. Wat if
I"mjust a tool in the process?"

"We're all tools."

"You |like that?" asked the redhead.

"No. But you have to survive before you can get beyond being a tool. | just haven't figured out
how to get that far."

Ayrlyn shook her head. "I'Il see you later, fellowtool. Nowthat this task is done, it's back
to the mundane busi ness of crafting and carving skis." Ayrlyn stood. "You too should join us."

"I'n what ?"

"Making skis and learning to use them™

"Me? |'ve never skied."

"If you don't want to be walled behind these stones all winter, you' d better |earn, and you
can't learn if you don't have skis." Ayrlyn picked up the lutar. "It mght make it | ess necessary
for you to be a tool."

"That's a great choice. Be inprisoned for half the year or learn to do the unnatural in the

m ddl e of powdered ice so cold that wal king over it will freeze your breath into ice crystals."
"It's a choice.” Ayrlyn lifted her eyebrows, before heading toward the stairwell.
It was a choice. Not the best of choices, but a choice, like all the other choices that seened

to face Nyl an.
As Ayrlyn carried her lutar down the stairs to the |ower |evel, another set of steps sounded,
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com ng fromthe bat hhouse. Nylan waited, watched, until Relyn stepped into the great room
"I hoped | would find you, mmge."
Nyl an gestured to the table. "Sit down." He sat without waiting for Relyn to do so.
Rel yn eased onto the bench, actually using the blunt, half-hooked end of the netal hand to

bal ance, al though Nyl an caught the wince as the other put too rmuch pressure on the still-tender
st unp.

"That replacement will take getting used to, I'mafraid,” Nylan said. "And it will probably be
col d outside unless you cover it. The metal will pick up the chill. | didn't think about that when
| crafted it."

Rel yn waited for a nonent, saying nothing. As the wind rattled the shutters, and nore snow
sifted onto the inner casenent |edges of the windows, he finally spoke. "The hunter ... he says
that you are not really a mage. |Is that true?" Relyn struggled with the Sybran/ Heaven Tenpl e
t ongue.

"Cerlich?" Nylan shrugged. "That depends on what you mean by a mage. Can | throw firebolts the
way your w zards can? No. Can | tear apart things? No. If that's what you nean by a nmage, |'m not,

and | never said | was."

Rel yn pursed his lips. "You nade those devil blades that cut through arnor, did you not?" Half
his words were Od Anglorat. "And you used the flanme of the angel s?"

"I did, but that's a form of nachine, not magic."

"The singer, she says that you used nmagery to twist the flane in a way that no one el se could."”

"l suppose that's true,” Nylan admtted. "And | can use that ability to chisel stone a little
nore easily.”

"I saw you carve that hard black stone like it might be wood. No stoneworker | have seen could
do that."

"Does a nane matter?"

"Names are inportant," insisted Relyn.

"Are they?" asked Nylan. "Substance lies in what is, not what people say."

Rel yn frowned. "Wrds cause people to act. If soneone calls you evil angels, then that gives
others a reason to destroy you."

"That's true," Nylan admitted, "but only when you tal k about inspiring people to act. Their
actions cause destruction, not the words directly. Al the words in the world will not nake ne
into a white wizard. Al the words in the world will not bring back your hand."

"I do not know about that..." Relyn nuses. "Do not the white w zards whi sper incantations to
bring about their actions? Did | not hear you talk to yourself when you guided the green flames of
order ?"

"Did you not talk to yourself when you practiced with the blade?" countered Nylan. "The actions
matter, not the words which surround them. . . although words can certainly inspire actions." He
cleared his throat, then paused as a violent gust of wind rattled the wi ndows and shutters and
shivered the great south door on its heavy iron hinges. "That's often the problemw th rulers.
They nove people with their words, and because they do, they believe that they can use words to
change the physical world. They can change people's mnds and feelings, but unless those people
use shovels and sone form of power, the words will not nove the nountains." As he finished, the
engi neer | ooked down at the table. "lI'msorry. | shouldn't talk so much."

"You are a nmge, a different nage, but a nmage, and how will | |earn about what you do if | do
not listen? | can see your actions"-Relyn lifted the artificial metal hand-"but not your
t houghts. "

"I"'mnot sure that nmy thoughts are terribly inportant.” Nylan | aughed. "The narshal's perhaps,
but not nine."

"She thinks great and terrible thoughts, | fear."

Nyl an t hought the same of Ryba's thoughts, but he only answered, "She does think great

t houghts, and she will change this world."
"So will you, Mage."
"Me? Only so far as .. ." Nylan stopped. "I do not think so."

Rel yn | aughed. "Mre so than you think." He stood. "But | nust think nore. Thinking is harder
than the bl ade. "

Nyl an frowned. "There's no reason why you couldn't re-learn the blade with your other hand.
Saryn could certainly teach you."

Rel yn paused. "A | eft-handed bl ade?"

"No worse than a bl ack nmage," countered Nyl an

Rel yn | aughed harshly, then turned.

As the former noble wal ked toward the stairwell and up the steps, Nylan glanced back at the now
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enpty tables and the cold hearth. After a nonent, he crossed the great room and headed down to the
tower's | owest |evel.

In the kitchen, the heat radiated fromthe stove where the |long | oaves of bread baked. Nyl an
took a deep breath, enjoying the aroma. Kyseen and Kadran worked at the bl ocky worktable, its
surface already marked with the inprints of knives, slicing potatoes into circles and dropping
theminto the largest caldron. Both wore rough shirts with the sleeves rolled up. Kyseen set down
her knife and, taking a pad made of rags, opened the stove grate, easing in two chunks of wood,
one after the other

"We'll need to saw sone nore small stove wood," Kyseen told Kadran, checking the coals in the
stove, with the door open

More heat welled out into the |ower |evel, enough that Nylan, even by the foot of the stairs,
could feel hinmself getting warm and danpness on his forehead. He unfastened the |ight ship jacket.

"I't's your turn," Kadran said back to Kyseen

"Al'l right."

Cl oaks wrapped around them Narliat, Hryessa, and Miurkassa stood in the al cove between the side
of the stove and the central stairwell.

"Narliat, and you two-you could do sone woodcutting," suggested Nylan. "It might even warm you

up. "
"Friggin' right," whispered Kyseen to Kadran, who nodded.

"Kyseen will show you what to do," Nylan suggested, before heading toward the other side of the
| ower |evel and the rudinentary carpentry which awaited him Carpentry? He really didn't have that
much of a feel for wood, but he had no real tools for working nmetal. By the next winter, he really
shoul d t hi nk about buil ding another structure, a small smithy where he could | earn, one way or
another, nore traditional netalworking. Even with his ordering ability, he suspected it would be a
| ong summer and hard work, but there were too many tools and itens that Wstw nd needed-and too
few coins to purchase them On the other hand, with the | ander shells, there was netal, even if it
did take his strange ability to work it.

Ayrlyn gave hima crooked snmle as he stepped toward the pl anks.

"Where do | start?" he asked, repressing a shudder at the thought of trying to cross deep
powdery snow on a pair of carved boards

XLVI ]

WTH A NOD to the guard in the corridor, the Lord of Lornth closes the tower door and crosses the
roomto the alcove where the lady Ellindyja sits.

"Good day, ny |lady nother."

"Good day, Sillek. You are kind to continue to visit ne.

"Since | have a consort? You will always remain ny nother, and a woman from whom | have | earned
much."” As the wind whistles, he turns and eases back toward the wi ndow. "The wind is stronger than
usual, this tinme of year."

"It may be a cold winter. It's not been this cold in several years.
the enbroidery hoop. "I hope it will not be too chill for your consort."

"Zel dyan? Carpa is alnost as close to the Westhorns as Lornth, and farther north. |I'msure
she's used to winter. Her father did teach her to hunt and basic blade skills."

"She is rather accomplished." Ellindyja pauses, but Sillek's eyes drift back to the wi ndow. She
clears her throat. "Sillek, your Zel dyan has been such a dear... so solicitous and so faithful in
payi ng her respects to ne."

Sillek turns fromthe fitful flakes of snow that dance outside the tower w ndow and crosses the
room dropping into the chair across fromhis nother. "She knows that you are very w se. She's
told me so."

"She | oves you, Sillek. That is very dangerous.” Ellindyja lifts the enbroidery needle Iike a
scepter and points it toward her son

" Danger ous?"

"She cares so deeply that she may counsel you against what is best for Lornth out of her fears
for you." Ellindyja deftly secures the end of the thread, then begins the first stitch of the
sword bl ade that will be gol den

"I amsure that there are many who will seek to counsel nme otherwi se,"” Sillek responds. "It
m ght be refreshing to have sonmeone actually interested in ny health. Not necessarily good for
Lornth, but refreshing."

"What woul d be good for Lornth will be good for you, Sillek."

Ellindyja's eyes drop to
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"I woul d hope so." The Lord of Lornth stands. "I would hope so." His eyes turn back to the

wi ndow. "Perhaps a long, cold winter will rid us of the evil angels on the Roof of the World."
"Do you believe that?" The enbroidery needle flickers through the linen, trailing gold.
"Evil isn't usually dislodged by weather. Still... one can hope, and, since spring cones |late

to the heights, that will give us tine to increase our resources before dealing with that
probl em "

"I am pl eased to see you have not put that loss fromyour nind."

"Neither fromny mnd, nor fromny plans, Mther dear. But | have no desire to | eave ny back
unshi el ded while venturing into the Westhorns." Sillek studies the dancing fl akes beyond the
wi ndow. "Yes ... a long, cold winter nmight be hel pful for many reasons." He wal ks toward the door

"I am pl eased that you are doing well, that you have chosen not to be cloistered, and that
Zel dyan pl eases you." He sniles as he holds the door ajar. "And | amal so pleased that | took your
advice and journeyed to Carpa." Wth a last smile, he half salutes Lady Ellindyja and cl oses the
door.

The north wind rattles the tower w ndow, and the snowfl akes dance.

XLI X

CARRYI NG THE SKIS and the fir poles with the |eather straps at one end out through the south door
to the tower, Nylan followed Ayrlyn and Saryn up the beaten path toward the stables for severa
hundred cubits. Were the ground dropped away fromthe path on the south side, there was a ranp
packed through the wai st-deep snow, rising gently fromthe path for perhaps fifty cubits before
the ranp nerged with the snow. Beyond that point, the snow, swirled in drifts, generally dropped
away toward the east.

The cairns down in the south corner of the snow covered neadow were white hunmocks with drifts
extendi ng al nost to the drop-off that overl ooked the forest far below. A light wi nd bl ew across
the snowfieid, lifting and swirling the top powdered snow under a bright sun that gave no warnth
and a clear green-blue heaven that seened to suck the heat out of the engineer, despite the two
j ackets and heavy wool en scarf he wore.

Nyl an set the skis on the flat part of the packed snow ranp, followi ng Ayrlyn's exanple, and
| ooked al ong the ranp that sloped gently upward through the walls of snow. A half-dozen dual sk
tracks fanned out fromthe end of the ranmp onto the snowfield.

"Who' s been out al ready?" Despite the scarf around his nose and nmouth, Nylan's breath forned
white clouds in the air, and he could feel the ice formng on the wool of the scarf. As he
wat ched, the ice crystals that had been Saryn's breath fluttered to the powdery surface of the
packed snow.

"CGerlich, the hunters," answered Saryn, "and Fierral, Ryba, and the scouts."

If Gerlich could master old-style skis, then Nylan could, he decided, as he bent down and
fastened the | eather thongs around his boots, boots lined with wool scraps and bul gi ng sonewhat at
the tops. He had to take off the outer layer of his gloves because they were really |eather
mttens covering wool en gl oves, and he couldn't handle the | eather thongs with the fingerless
mttens. Neither nmittens nor the gloves beneath fit terribly well, since he'd done the cutting and
stitching hinself.

"Ready?" asked Saryn.

Nyl an straightened and pulled the | eather nittens back over his gloves, then took a pole in
each hand.

"If I can do this, you can," said Saryn, slowy gliding up the ranp.

"Let's hope so," Nylan nuttered, but he foll owed her exanple and, one pole in each hand, slowy
slid the | eft wooden ski forward. Each ski felt like a building tinmber, but Ayrlyn had insisted
that the skis needed to be wide and | ong because the snow on the Roof of the World was Iight and
powdery.

As he tried to slide the right ski after the |l eft one, he could feel hinself |urching forward,
and he | eaned back to conpensate. Then his left ski started sliding backward, and he jabbed a pole
into the packed snow of the ranp, wobbling there before catching his bal ance.

"Start with slow novenents," suggested Saryn, "and keep your wei ght forward-not too forward-on
the skis."

"I"ve always tried not to be too forward,"” Nylan retorted, ignoring the cold air that bit into
hi s nose, throat, and | ungs.

"Sl ow novenents, one ski at a tine," ordered Ayrlyn.

Nyl an inched the left ski forward, then the right, then the left until he had crept up the ranp
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to where the packed area ended. Squinting against the brightness of the sun, he | ooked out over
the nearly flat and powdered snow t hat covered the neadows nore than wai st-deep

"Just followin nmy tracks,” Ayrlyn instructed.

Nyl an edged after the redhead, though her hair and nost of her face were well swathed in a gray
wool en scarf.

Despite his best efforts, his skis skidded out of the tracks Ayrlyn had made, then sank to knee
depth. As the snow piled up in front of his shins, he slowed to a stop. Wen he shifted his
wei ght, the skis sank even farther until the snow reached his knees.

"Making the first trail is the hardest,"” called Saryn frombeside him "especially if you're
nmovi ng sl owy. Speed hel ps-until you fall, and then it's a ness."

Looki ng at the snow that covered his skis conpletely and nost of his |ower |egs, Nylan decided
it was already a ness. "Just put one ski in front of the other. Make it a sliding sort of walk."

That Nyl an coul d understand, and the process seened to work, enough so that he actually had
covered several hundred cubits, nostly staying in the trail Ayrlyn had cut through the snow

"That's it," the singer called. "Just keep up that notion." At that nmonment, Nylan reached too
far forward with his right pole, lost his balance, flailed, and went down in a heap, his entire
upper body plunging through the powdery white crystals until a gloved hand sl ammed agai nst
sonet hi ng hard.

He lay in the snow, his feet pinned together by the skis, breathing both chill air and snow
crystals that had oozed around his scarf.

"Strai ghten your skis."

"How?" he nunbl ed through the snow. Finally, he levered his upper body sideways, since his skis
woul d not nove, until his legs could separate slightly. Then he bent his knees and curled up into
a ball as close to the skis as he could. That allowed himto rock hinself over into a half-
crouchi ng, half-kneeling position. Fromthere he struggled upright, his snow covered face finally
energing into the glare, the snow al nost chest-deep

Hs skis felt mired, but he Iifted each in turn, letting snow filter under each, clinb-packing
his way up until he stood on the skis-nerely knee-deep in the powder that |eached the heat out of
his |l egs and feet.

"See . . . you can get out of it," said Saryn.

"This time," snorted Nylan, trying to brush the snow of f hinself, snow that clung to everything
but the leather trousers and packed itself into every bodily crevice.

He started after Ayrlyn even nore cautiously than before, then stopped as he saw a pair of
figures sweeping fromthe ridge |ine above the tower.

Istril and Ryba skied slowly downward, a rope tied to a bundle they towed. As they neared, each
| eaving a graceful dual line of ski traces in the snow, Nylan could see the bundl e consisted of a
pal e-coated wi nter deer

He al so marvel ed at their grace, doubting that he would ever match it. Part of hi mnever wanted
to try as the snow nelted in cold rivulets down his neck, back, and |legs. He forced a wave to the
two skiers

"There's the engineer!" Istril returned his wave.

As he started to follow Ayrlyn's tracks again, in a turn that would carry him back toward the
packed trail the horses used, Nylan found hinsel f again wobbling on the skis, conscious that the
| eat her thongs provided no real support. He jabbed his poles back down to bal ance hinself and | et
hinself slide to a halt.

"Wat ch your bal ance,” said Saryn, nearly beside the engineer, making her own track, the powdery
snow nearly to her knees.

"That's easy to say. Doing it is a lot harder."

Istril and Ryba had towed the deer carcass to the tower, unfastened their skis, and |ugged
their kill and skis inside |ong before Nylan struggled the few hundred cubits back to the tower.

"That's enough for today," he declared. Maybe forever, he thought, as he gathered skis and
pol es and trudged back across the causeway. He left a trail of snow and water down to the
storeroom besi de the furnace, and on the steps on his return trip back up to the great room for
the m dday neal .

Nyl an sl unped onto the bench before the hearth, aware that he was sitting in danp trousers. His
upper cheeks were nearly flanming red, and his ears ached as they warned. They hadn't been out in
the cold that |ong-except it appeared that the Roof of the Wrld was even col der than a Sybran
wi nter-and that was col d, indeed.

Al t hough there was no fire in the hearth, the great roomwas warm by conparison to the frozen
wast el and out side, and the bark-and-root tea hel ped. He poured a second nugf ul

"You drank that quickly," said Ryba. "You would too, if you'd dived into a snowbank and gotten
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stuck there."

"You woul dn't have had that problem" pointed out Ryba, "if you'd started trying to learn
earlier.”

Nyl an took another sip of the tea. Ayrlyn had already told himas nuch, far earlier, and he
supposed he deserved the remi nder, but skiing was a pain, however necessary it mght prove.

Ryba rai sed her eyebrows.

"How were the bows in the col d?" he asked, hoping to change the subject.

"The bows are really good in the cold,"” Istril said fromthe foot of the first table.

Nyl an nodded. Wil e he hadn't thought about that, both the conposite and the endurasteel had
been designed to handle the chill of space and the heat of high-tenperature reentry, which would
make themideal for the chill of the winter on the Roof of the World.

"Cerlich's already snapped one of his great wooden bows in the cold," Istril added in a | ower
voi ce, after |ooking around and not seeing the hunter. "I1'll bet the new bows would be really good

in cold-weather warfare."

"I's anyone el se crazy enough to be out in this weather?" asked Nyl an

"Well . . . they're good for hunting, too. Even Fierral thinks so, and she's pretty hard on
everything."

"I's there that nuch out in the woods?"

"More than you'd suspect, fromthe tracks, and that's good for us. You saw the deer. That's a
couple of neals, at |least, even for twenty of us. There's also a snow cat, alnost all white, with
big spread paws and claws. | don't know how good the neat is, but 1'd bet the fur is warm"

Nyl an nodded. After his brief excursion, a warm coat sounded better than wool or a ship jacket,
a lot better.

L

NYLAN FASTENED THE ship jacket and pulled on the crudely lined boots that he wore everywhere, even
inside the tower. His fingers crossed his stubbly chin, but the chill was so great, even with the
heat from the bat hhouse stove, that he had not shaved, but only washed his face and hands, before
hurrying back up to the tower's top level to dress for the cold day ahead.

The heat fromthe furnace renoved the biting chill of the wind that how ed outside the tower's
walls, but Nylan's breath turned into a frosty cloud when he stepped away fromthe heated center
of the tower and up to the sole top-level armaglass wi ndow to check the sealing. He half rubbed,
hal f scraped away the frost to | ook outside, but cold air rolled off the glass, and frost re-
forned al nbst as fast as he renmoved it. Through the little area he could keep clear, he could only
see white-white and nore white.

For nore than two days, the white barrage had continued, and Nyl an wasn't certain how nuch of
the snow was new and how nuch just snow picked up by the roaring wind and flung-and reflung-
agai nst the walls.

Most of the exterior tower walls had a spotty coating of ice on the inside stone, except in the
kitchen and the furnace room Kyseen and Kadran had plenty of guards-especially the newer ones-
ready to saw and split wood in return for a place around the stove. The nunmber of people willing
to work on partitions and stools, or other wooden necessities, in the workroomoff the furnace had
never been higher. Could it be the warnth? Nylan grinned at the thought, even as he readied
hinmself to head down to join them

Ryba was bel ow somewhere; she hadn't said where she was going, but, with the stormstill going,
she was sonewhere in the tower.

A figure huddl ed by the furnace duct on the fifth level. Nylan paused on the steps. "Relyn?"

"Ser?" The red-haired man stood with his cloak wapped around him "A man can never get warm
here. It's too cold to do anything except be miserable, and just warm enough so that you never
quite freeze." He jerked his head toward the single shuttered wi ndow. "I can't even | eave. Twenty
steps in that, and they'd find ne frozen in a block of ice cone spring."

Nyl an sat on a step, and Relyn sat on the other edge.

"Why are you up here?" asked the engi neer

"It's the only place where | can be alone. Sonmetinmes . . ." Relyn shook his head
"I'"'msurprised that you haven't gotten close to one of the guards."
"It is ... hard ... to think about, as you put it, getting close to someone who could kill you

with one blow "
"Why?" asked Nyl an. "Anyone you sleep with anywhere could kill you."
"You al ways bring up disturbing points, Mage. At hone, when | had a home, shoul d anyone have
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killed me, they would have been tortured and then killed."
"If anyone killed you here, she'd be punished. Wiat's the difference?"
"It is different,” pointed out Relyn.

"l suppose so. Here you have to trust soneone else, under a ... ruler . . . you don't know. |
think that neans you've never really trusted anyone." Nylan stood up
"Mage . .. were you in Carpa, | would challenge you."

"For what? |Is the truth so terrible? Myst people with power always say they trust people, and
what they mean is that they only trust themso long as they control them True trust occurs only
when you have no control."

"I'd rather have control."

"W all would . . . but even that's an illusion a lot of the tinme." Nylan recalled Ryba's
struggle with her visions. "Even for rulers. If a ruler taxes his people too heavily, sone wl
revolt, and he nust kill them™

"As he should," declared Relyn.

"But dead nmen pay no taxes, and now the ruler nust tax the others nore heavily to pay the
sol diers because there are fewer nen to tax. And he will need nore sol di ers because people will be
even nore unhappy. More soldiers require even nore taxes, and that nakes people even | ess happy.
Do you see where that |eads?"

"But. . ." Relyn | ooked up at Nyl an.

"Control is not what it seems, young Relyn. If you kill a man, you make an eneny out of his
famly. How many enem es can a ruler afford? Do you see the marshal eating better food than her
guar ds?"

"No. "

"Does she wear jewels or great trappings of wealth?"

"No. "

"Wl her guards follow her anywhere?"

"I think they would."

Nyl an smled. "Think it over." He wal ked down the steps, wondering why he had bot hered. Wat he
had said would certainly have upset anyone in Relyn's position, and the young nobl e was probably
very upset. But what good had it done? His head throbbed slightly. Wy? Because what he'd said
wasn't quite true? Ryba did have one thing the others didn't-power. It might be power out of
necessity, but it was power. Nylan shook his head. He couldn't even present provoking thoughts
that m ght be m sl eading without getting a headache, or so it seened.

Nyl an rubbed his forehead as he wal ked down the steps past the great room enpty.except for
Ayrlyn, gently strummng the lutar-probably refining or working on another song. He paused for a
nmonent, watching the redhead struggle with a chord or a phrase, but she did not ook his way.

He turned toward the south door, where chill w nds seeped through the cracks, and a fine |ayer
of snow covered the stones behind the door, shifting with each gust that buffeted the tower.

Nyl an resunmed his descent, thinking about the cradle he was crafting. But Dyliess would need
somewhere to sleep, and a cradl e nade sense.

LI

FROM THE | NNER corner of the roomwells the warnth of a well-banked fire, though Terek still wears
a heavy white wool en vest over his robes. The white wizard's face is red with strain, but Sillek
ignores the wizard's effort and studies the inmage in the glass on the table.

In the center of the swirling white nists is a dark tower, rising out of the snows. A beaten

path runs uphill fromthe tower toward a canyon in the base of the higher western slopes. Thin
spirals of snoke rise fromthe twin chimeys in the pyram dal roof of the black tower.
A pair of figures in black coats walk briskly uphill, their breath leaving a thick trail of

white. The snow on each side of the path rises above the heads of either
The flat of the snow before the tower is crossed with sets of flat tracks, ski tracks that
spread in all directions, with sone circling back to the short causeway before the tower. A second

packed-snow trail leads to the ridge separating the tower fromthe forest below, and a pair of
horses drag a tree trunk up the ridge. Beside themwal ks a figure bearing a pack

"I't looks normal," observed Sillek

"Have you seen enough, ser?" asks Terek

"I think so."

The wi zard rel axes, and the msts collapse, leaving a blank glass. "It's too normal, ser. That

snow i s over their heads, and there nust be three cubits nore packed underfoot. The air is so cold
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that their very breath falls like snowitself, and they walk to check their nounts-those are
stables up in that canyon. Could your arnmsnen do that?"

"Not for long." Sillek turns to the wizard. "Wat is your meaning, Ser W zard?"

"They are evil angels, ser. They nust be destroyed, or they will destroy us. No one else could
wal k the Roof of the World without freezing into ice."

Sillek nods without agreeing. "Thank you, Ser Wzard. If you discover anything new, please |et
me know. "

"WIl you destroy them ser?"

"Ser Terek, as you pointed out, we can do nothing until the snows nelt, and it becones warm
enough for nornmal nen on the Roof of the World."

"Yes, Lord Sillek."

"Then we will see what we can do." Sillek nods once nore as he | eaves the warm quarters of the
wi zard. His face is inpassive as he wal ks the long corridor and clinbs another flight of stairs.

The guard opens the door to his quarters, and he closes it, stepping quietly past the sitting
roomto the bedchanber where Zeldyan sits in a chair, knitting a small bl anket.

She smles and stands, setting aside her work. "You |l ook glum Sillek."

The Lord of Lornth hugs his consort, feeling the beginning of a gentle rounding of her figure
agai nst him "How are you doi ng?"

"Fine. | can feel himkick." Zeldyan smiles as they separate.

"How can you? You're not that far along."

"I can. It's gentle, but he does kick."

"You always call the child "him" "

"That's because he is, and we'll call him"

"Hush. That's bad luck, to nane a child before he's born."

"As you say." Zeldyan grins. "Wy were you so displ eased?"

"I had asked Terek to scree the Roof of the Wrld. My nother has again pressed the issue. Now
Terek is pressing me to attack the Roof of the Wrld. No one else but evil angels could survive
that cold.” Sillek shrugs. "No one else built a huge stone tower with hearths up there, either
but he says that those wonen nust be destroyed, that they're too evil to live."

"Are they?"

"What do you think?" he counters, glancing back toward the cl osed doors.

"They're probably no nore evil than anyone el se. They conme from somewhere el se, and they have
nowhere else to go." Zeldyan snmiles nmonentarily before continuing. "Li ke those who have nowhere
else to go, they will fight to the last to keep what they have. That will make them very
danger ous. "

"It already has," he points out, |ooking toward the wi ndow and across the |ight blanket of snow
that has already begun to nelt, even though the clouds' have bl ocked the wi nter sun

"You have already conmitted to undertake the expedition to Rulyarth." Zeldyan points out.
"Though we rnust say nothing publicly.”

"And so | will. If I amsuccessful, though, the w zards, the believers, and everyone else wl|
be pushing ne . "

"And your nother," Zel dyan adds gently.

"I know." He sighs. "Rulers are always rul ed by everyone el se's expectations."

Zel dyan steps close to himand takes his face in her gentle hands. "Even | have expectati ons,
I ove." Her lips brush his.

"Yours | can handl e,” he whispers and returns the kiss.

LI

DESPI TE THE HEAVY wool en bl anket that covered the thin thermal blanket and the crude but heavy
wool en nightshirt he wore, Nylan was cold. A thin layer of crystals fromhis own breath scattered
off the blanket as he sat up. The roomwas dark, with only the hint of gray seeping through the
thoroughly frosted single arnagl ass wi ndow, although Nylan knew, alerted by the sounds drifting up
the steps fromthe great room that it was |ate enough. Another storm had descended upon the Roof
of the Wrld, with yet nore snow.

As if to punctuate his conclusion, the wind provided a | ow how, and the w ndow casenents
rattled. A few fine flakes sifted around the iced-over shutters as Nyl an sat on the edge of the
couch and stared at the peg holding clothes he knew would feel |ike ice against his skin.

"Don't take the covers," said Ryba. "It is cold up here."

"Anot her furnace day."
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."lIt'"s been a furnace day every day for the |ast eight-day, and we're running through wood all
too fast. Fierral's coughing out her |ungs because she spent too nmuch tine in the cold. Istril's
not that nmuch better, and | worry because she's pregnant.”

"Ayrlyn hel ped them both."

"There's a limt to what she can do, though."

"Just like there are limts on the way you seemto be able to see pieces of the future," Nyl an

nted out.

Ryba sat up on the couch and swirled the covers around her. "I hate feeling this awkward."

"You don't | ook awkward," Nylan pointed out as he struggled into his clothes. He'd wash | ater.

That bothered him too, that even for himcleanliness was falling behind the need to keep warm
"Dyliess is already affecting nmy balance. My bl adder already went." The nmarshal of Westw nd

PO

slipped to her feet. "I hate wearing this thing like a tent. At least | can still get into ny
| eat hers. Darkness knows how long that will last."

"I'"'m headed down," Nylan said. "It night do your image good to arrive before nme."

"Thank you, gracious Marshal."

"Ch, Nylan ... it's just that you're always too busy to be punctual. Go get your tea." Ryba

pul l ed off the wool en gown. Her mdsection was only slightly rounded, and the engi neer wanted to
shake his head. Ryba would feel huge while she was slinmer than nost wonen who weren't even
carrying a child.

Nyl an pulled on his boots and went. He had not even set foot on the stones of the main |eve
when Kyseen greeted him

"Ser, the cistern's not filling. It's half-full."
"It'"ll wait." Nylan wal ked to the table, |oomng out of the gloomlike a rock out of the fog of
a harbor.

"Amazi ng," whispered Gerlich, just Ioud enough for nost to hear. "The engineer arrived before
the marshal . "

"Amazi ng? | suppose so." Nylan wi shed he coul d think quickly enough for a clever coment.

"What magic will you create, Mage, to return the waters to the tower?" asked Narli at.

"It's not nmagic, Narliat. It's a stone conduit that's probably frozen solid because |I didn't
get it buried far enough bel ow the frost line." Nylan snapped off a piece of bread and dipped it
in a brown sauce that was |left over fromdinner the night before. "I haven't |lived here before,
and | had to guess. No one around here could even build a tower."

"But you are a mage."

"You said that. | didn't." Nylan took a bite. Both bread and sauce were cool. Even the tea was
| ukewar m

Across the table from Nylan, Ayrlyn offered a faint snmle of condol ence, but said nothing as
she sipped her own tea.

The insides of the shuttered wi ndows were masses of ice, created fromdrifted snow and the
condensation fromthe guards' breath. The four true wi ndows were so heavily frosted that they were
solid white. Wth a shiver, Nylan took a second sip of the warmtea that didn't help all that
much, then another nouthful of bread and sauce, followed by the |last dried apple slices in the
wooden bowl . The single fat candle on the table shed as nuch greasy snpke as |ight.

"I'I'l be getting a few nore apples for the marshal, ser," said Kyseen, "and you can have a few,

t oo.

"Thank you," said the engineer, although he wondered why he should be thanking her because the
early birds had eaten everyt hing.

The fruit had not made its way up to the table by the tine Ryba sat down heavily in the chair
with her back to the cold hearth.

"You seemtired, Marshal," offered Gerlich

Narliat snmiled. Fromthe niddle of the second table, both Hryessa and Murkassa | ooked at Ryba
and then at Gerlich. Ayrlyn frowned.

"I amtired," Ryba adnmitted. "lI'mespecially tired of your superficial cheerfulness, and I'm
al nost tenpted to send you out hunting at this very nonent. So don't push it."

Nyl an held in a grin.

"I beg your pardon," Gerlich responded.

"No, you don't. You just say you do," said Ryba politely. "Snakes have nore integrity than you
do, CGerlich. So do the denons."

Beside Istril, at the far end of the second table, Relyn paled.

"You coul d even say, behind nmy back, that I'min a bitchy nbod. That's a mildly polite way of
putting it." Ryba smled. "So the next tinme you attenpt to patronize nme, you mght have to eat
steel or ice. You can take your pick."
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Kyseen hovered behind Nylan, holding the small bow of dried fruit, waiting until Ryba turned
to the cook and nodded. Kyseen set the bow between Ryba and Nyl an

"Thank you, Kyseen," said the marshal

"Thank you," echoed Nyl an.

Nyl an gl anced at Gerlich and caught the under - the - breath "Thank you, thank you-it nakes ne
puke . . ." Wth a forced snile, Nylan | ooked at the hunter and said, "Wy, Gerlich, |I thought you
had better digestion than that. By the way, the reason |'musually late is that | have better
things to do than to sneak around and conpl ai n about how things are run around here, or nake snide
remar ks under my breath. Or go out and hide and sulk in the snow while pretending to hunt."

Narliat turned pale; Gerlich opened his nouth, and then shut it.

"You know, Gerlich," added Ryba. "You always did underestinmate the engineer. In the end, it's
likely to prove fatal."

"M ght | be excused?" Gerlich asked quietly.

"OfF course." Ryba sniled

Cerlich stood and bowed, but not too deeply.

"Your timng was excellent, Nylan. That should stop his plotting for a tine," said Ryba. "A day
or two, perhaps.”

"Are you going to kill hinmP" asked Ayrlyn.

"No," said Ryba. "There's been enough death, and that sort of thing wouldn't play well with the
guards. Not yet." Her face held a bitter smle. Then she took a sip of tea. "This is al nbst as bad
as liquid manure. Al nost, but not quite.”

Nyl an t ook several of the apple slices, but |left nost of themfor Ryba. She needed them and so
far, he didn't. He did refill his nug fromthe steam ng pot that Kadran set on the table. The bark-
and-root tea tasted better hot, or perhaps he couldn't taste it so well when it was hot.

He nunched anot her piece of bread.

Ayrlyn rose and nodded to the marshal, then to Nylan. "W'Il be doing a | ot of woodwork for the
next few days, ser, and | need to see to the space, and the glue."

Ryba nodded, as did Nylan, since he didn't have nuch choice with a mouth full of dry bread.

"We have problens with the water, | understand," Ryba said after Ayrlyn had departed.

"I'd guess the frost Iine is lower than |'d calculated, but I'll have to check now that |'ve
eaten and have some strength."”

"You made such a to-do about the water..."

"I know. | know. It's all ny fault.” Wth a groan, Nylan rose and headed down to the | ower
I evel and the cistern, Kyseen follow ng closely.

Al'l the guards in the kitchen area watched as he neared the cistern. He opened the cover and
peered inside. His eyes saw al nost nothing, but his senses could feel that the inlet pipe was
mostly filled with ice. The water |evel had dropped to the half-full point, a good two cubits
bel ow the stone inlet conduit. A few drops glistened on the ice-coated inlet spout.

Nyl an extended his senses, attenpting to hold the feeling simlar to the neuronet. So far as
his senses could foll ow the water back up the conduit, he could sense only ice. Finally, he
stepped away fromthe tower's cold south wall, leaving the cover open and turning to Kyseen. "It's
frozen. Keeping this open mght help, but nake sure everyone stays away fromit."

"Ser?" asked Kyseen.

"The air here is warner. It might help thaw the ice inside. The piping wasn't deep enough. |'m
pretty sure it's frozen outside as well."

"What do we do? You can't fix it now, can you?" Kyseen nade a vague gesture up the steps toward
the heavy | ower outer door, which continued to vibrate, despite the southern exposure and the
heavy w ndbreaks beyond.

Beyond the stone walls, the wind how ed.

"W may not be able to fix it until spring, and that's a long time," answered Nyl an. "For now,

take the extra caldrons and fill themw th snow. Put them by the furnace. \When they melt, pour the
water into the cistern and start over. If we can get the water level up, and warner, it night
hel p. "

"Shoul d we put some on the stove?"

"Not until after meals are cooked, and don't add any wood to the fire. W really don't have
enough wood as it is. The tower's warm enough down here to nelt the snow "

Up in the room he and Ryba shared-that was another story. The center space was warm enough,
thanks to the furnace ducts, but only when the furnace was burning. The shuttered w ndow had
becone a mass of immmobile ice.

"What about boiling water?" asked Kadran

"That won't do any good until the water level's up near the inlet spout, and that means nelting
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a lot of water."

"Now what are you going to do?" demanded Kyseen

"I still have to check the bathhouse," he answered as he crossed the kitchen and headed back up
the steps to the north door. "That might tell nme where the freezing' s happening."

The north archway was cold, as usual, but the bathhouse was tol erabl e, perhaps because Hul dran
had a fire going in the stove. Nylan clinbed up the brick steps beside the wall- designed for just
such a purpose-and checked the water warner-which was three-quarters full. A thin stream of water
trickled into the warmer's reservoir, but only a thin stream even with the knife gate w de open.

"How | ong have you had the fire going?" he asked Hul dran

"Not |ong, ser. Colder than a winter deer's runp in here earlier.”

Nyl an si ghed. "Maybe heating the stove will increase the flow nore. |If not, we can use the
stove to nelt snow, and perhaps the heat fromthat will also keep sone water flow ng." He paused
"Once the stormlets up, I'lIl check the outfalls."

"Hope the stove hel ps, ser," offered Hul dran.

"So do I."

He shook his head as he passed through the ice-covered cave that the archway between the tower
and bat hhouse had becone. Chronologically, they weren't quite at mdwi nter, fromwhat he could
figure, and everything was freezing. Maybe nore heat would help . . . and maybe not.

Anot her bl ast of cold air shivered through the archway following a long | ow nban fromthe gal e
out side, and a short icicle hanging fromthe bricks overhead broke | oose and shattered across the
stone floor, several pieces skidding against the tower door

The unheated archway was better than an open space between tower and bat hhouse, but not nmuch,
refl ected Nylan, as he opened the tower door, stepped inside, and closed it behind him He stopped
shivering when he started down the steps to the al nost confortable |ower |evel of the tower.

On the side of the lower level away fromthe kitchen- opposite the furnace-Ayrlyn directed a
hal f-dozen marines in their efforts to turn rough wooden sl abs and pl anks into furnishings for the
tower-wal |l partitions, stools, an occasional chair, and several cradles.

Nyl an stepped toward the group

"How i s the water going, ser?" asked Siret.

"There's enough in the bathhouse for some washing, a few quick showers, and naybe nore as the
stove warns things up," Nylan said, inhaling the aroma of baking bread that never quite seened to
| eave the kitchen area. Did Kadran and Kyseen do all the baking as much to keep warmas to feed
the marines?

"What about the cistern?" asked Istril.

"I can't do nuch about that now. We'll see if Kadran can get the water |evel up. That m ght
hel p." He shrugged. "If | can't fix the water, at least | can do something useful." Nylan picked
up the dovetail ed section of the cradle that was begi nning to resenbl e a headboard. Carving and
fitting the pieces was slow, even with the glue Relyn had devel oped from ground deer hooves and
boil ed hide and who knew what el se.

After studying the design he had scratched on the wood, he set the headboard down and took out
his knife, borrow ng the conmon whetstone to sharpen it.

"Can | follow the sane pattern?' asked Istril, as she stepped up beside him no |onger nearly
so slimin the mdsection as she had been in the sumrer and early fall. "For the cradle, not the
design." Then she covered her nmouth and snothered a cough.

"OfF course,"” answered the engineer. "Is there anything | can explain ... or help with?"

Istril flushed.

So did Nylan, although he didn't know why, and he stamered, "Wth the woodworking. |I'mnot an
expert. That's Ayrlyn."

"That cradle | ooks very good, especially for the tools we have," comented Ayrlyn.

"I"'ve had a lot of tine," said Nylan. "And probably even nore to cone."

"He's safer down here," whispered Berlis.

Both Siret and Istril turned toward the nouthy guard, and Berlis stanmered, "The marshal... she
is alittle touchy ... right now . "

"You'd be touchy, too," said Saryn, |ooking up fromwhere she snoothed a curved backpi ece for
what | ooked to be a chair. "She has to think of everything and put up with idiots |like the great
hunter." Saryn glanced toward the corner where Ellysia quietly worked over another plain cradle.
"I"'msorry, Ellysia. | didn't-"

"No offense taken, ser. He's a lying cur. | just hope he's got good genes." Ellysia showed
broad, even teeth, then | ooked down over her swollen mdsection at the sideboards she" was
pai nst aki ngl y roundi ng.

Nyl an studi ed the design again, the sole tree twisting out of the rocky hillside, then let his
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senses take in the wood before he lifted the knife.

" everyt hing he does is beautiful..."

The engi neer tried not to flush.

"Not quite everything," quipped Ayrlyn quietly. "You haven't seen himski, obviously."

Nyl an grinned in spite of hinself, thinking about the considerabl e additional practice he would
clearly need in that area. Then he slowy drew the knife over the line that represented the right
side of the rocky slope, deepening the groove gently . . . gently.

LIl

AS HE WATCHED Saryn shift her weight on the ungainly skis, Nylan wanted to shake his head, but he
had Iittle enough tine for that. Just following the forner pilot's tracks was proving hard enough
even after his determ ned efforts over the past eight-days. To navigate and shoot a bow on skis
remai ned an effort, but he wasn't plunging headfirst into the snow or |eaning backward until his
skis slid out fromunder himand left his shoulders and runp buried in the white powder.

Wth a passing cloud, a shadow fell across the trail, and Nylan's eyes squinted to adjust to
the change in the midday light, but the relative relief of the cloud passed, and the glare
returned.

The snow around and across the Roof of the Wrld was nore than seven cubits deep, and twi ce
that in drifts. That was deep enough that Nylan could fall into one of those pits and never nake
his way out, not without turning into a knot and cutting the thongs. There was no way to untie
t hem hangi ng upside down in a mass of powdered ice or the equivalent. H's fingers tw tched around
his pol es as he thought about the knife at his waist.

He blinked as a clot of snow thrown up from Saryn's skis and carried by a gust of w nd
splattered above his left eye.

Saryn held up a hand, and Nylan coasted to a stop right behind her, proud that he neither hit
her nor fell into the deep snow beside the semtrail that the guards had created through the | ower
forest.

As he caught his breath on the |evel stretch before a steep descent through the trees, trying
not to breathe too deeply, Nylan put off thinking about the clinb back up the ridge that would
follow the trip.

"I think there are sone deer, and maybe a snow | eopard, downhill and to the right. The wind's
com ng uphill here, and | mght be able to get close enough,” whispered Saryn.

"I'f I'"'mnot stanping al ong?"

She nodded.

"Go on. We're always on the verge of running out of neat."

"Can you just wait here?" asked Saryn, her voice still low "Wth your bow ready?"

"Il wait with a bow handy. How much good it will do I'"'mnot sure.” Nylan tried to keep his

own voi ce down.

As the wi nd whispered through the evergreens, clunps of snow splattered around them | eaving
pockmar ks scattered on the once-snmooth white surface, depressions that the wind seenmed to begin to
fill imrediately with feathery white powder that scudded al ong the snow.

The engi neer gl anced back uphill. Already, sections of the packed trail they had foll owed had
begun to di sappear beneath the drifting snow. Another shadow darkened the Roof of the Wrld, and
he | ooked up at the white cloud that scudded across the sun

"You'll do fine. Just don't let our supper get away." Saryn raised her |eft hand and then
sl i pped down the steeper section of the partly packed snow trail ahead. In nmonents, she was out of
sight in the trees, gone as silently as if she had never been there.

Nyl an shrugged and unlinbered the conposite bow, w shing that he had practiced nore with the
weapon. The shadow of the cloud passed, and for a long time, nothing noved in the expanse of white
beneat h the overhanging firs, nothing except snow scudded between trunks by the light w nd that
rose and fell, rose and fell.

A gray-w nged form plunged fromnowhere into a swirl of powdered snow, and a qui ck geyser of
white erupted, then died away as the gray-hawk fl apped away, a snall white-coated rodent in its
cl aws.

As the hawk vani shed, Nyl an inched forward on the skis, mainly to shift his weight and keep his
hi ps and knees fromcranping in the cold. He | ooked back in the general direction of the tower,
but coul d see nothing but snow, tree trunks, and the white-covered green of the fir branches.

A rhythm c swi shing, alnobst a series of whispering thuds, rose, just barely, over the hissing
of the w nd.
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Nyl an squi nted, |ooking downhill, when the snow cat bounded across the hillside toward the
trail where he stood, noving so quickly that what had seenmed a small figure swelled into a vision
of knife claws and glinting teeth even as Nylan released his first arrow and reached for the
second, triggering reflex step-up. The second arrow flew as the | eopard reached the snow besi de
the flat section at the crest of the trail.

Both Nyl an and the snow cat seenmed to be noving in slow notion, but the engineer forced his
body to respond. The third arrow | eft the bowstring as the cat stretched toward Nyl an

Bow still in hand, he nanaged to dive into the snow at the side of the trail as the snow cat
lunged at him A line of fire slashed down his shoulder as he half tw sted away fromthe nass of
fur and claws. His skis linked together, and he toppled |like a tree blasted by a mcroburst into
the deep snow, a heavy wei ght on his back

That wei ght did not nove, and, in tine, Nylan levered it away from himand, through a
conbi nation of rolling, twi sting, and gasping, finally struggled into the |light.

H s knees ached. One |l eg burned, and the other threatened to cranp. Half sitting, half lying in
the snow, he managed to reach one of the poles he had abandoned to use the bow, and with it, to
retrieve the bowitself. He laid it on the edge of the harder snowpack of the trail. Then he
| ooked at his boots and the nass of snow and ice around the thongs.

Wth a groan and nore rolling he finally managed to totter erect.

The claws had sliced through the heavy | eather shoul der of the hunting jacket he had borrowed
fromAyrlyn, but blunted the inmpact enough that the wound was little nmore than a thin line skin-
deep.

He | ooked at the snow covered | eopard, then downhill, but the forest was silent. After prodding
the cat with one of his poles, he took a deep breath, regretting it instantly as the chill bit
into his lungs, and then edged his skis toward the dead | eopard.

Nyl an knelt and renoved the first arrow shaft, wiping it clean on the snow, then replacing it
in the quiver. Then he searched for the second.

The sun was wel | past m dday when Saryn trudged uphill, pulling the carcass of a winter deer
behind her. By then, Nylan had dragged the snow | eopard out onto the trail and worked out the
three arrows.

"I"'msorry, Nylan, but... we do need the neat, and it took ne | onger-Wat happened to you?"
Saryn stopped and stared at the bedraggl ed engi neer, her eyes going fromhis shoulder to the body
of the snow | eopard.

"It decided I'd make a good dinner. | tried not to oblige."
"You were |ucky."
Nyl an nodded. His jaw still chattered, and his knees were wobbly, especially as he | ooked at

the stretched - out length of the cat.

"But they're all your shafts. So you get the fur. We all share the neat. That's a dubious
benefit." Saryn | aughed, and Nyl an joi ned her

Snow cat meat was tough, gany, and no pleasure for teeth or tongue, even in a well-cooked stew

Nyl an adj usted the bowin its cover and checked the quiver

"What will you do with the fur?" Saryn asked. "That's yours, you know. "

"M ne?"

"Meat you can split, but not the hide. W all agreed that the choice is up to the one who
brings the ani mal down, especially if you get wounded."

Nyl an's eyes flicked to the slash in his jacket. "It's only a cut."

Saryn laughed. "Your skis didn't nove nmuch."” Her eyes |ooked to the depression beside the
trail

"That woul d have been futile," Nylan admitted.

"So you stood there and fired three arrows at a charging | eopard?”

"I't does sound stupid, when you put it that way."

"Necessary," Saryn said. "Wat would have happened if you' d tried to ski away?"

"I"d be under ten cubits of snow or a mdday neal for the |leopard."”

"So the pelt is yours. You earned it."

"I suppose it will make a good coverlet for Dyliess. It's light and warner than anything else."

"Dyliess? Ryba's ... ?"

Nyl an nodded. "M ne, too."

"That's a beautiful cradle you're making."

"Thank you. It's alnbst done, and that's hard to believe." Nylan took a deep breath. "Don't we
have to drag this beast sonmewhere?"

"You get to drag it hone. |'ve got the deer,’

"You are so obliging."

Saryn said. "I even have sone rope."
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"Thi nk nothing of it."

How Nyl an got the cat carcass back to the tower he didn't know, only that his | egs ached even
nmore, his shoul der burned, as did his eyes, despite the eye bl ack under and around them which he'd
have to wash off sooner or later. He felt |ight-headed.

He had taken off his skis and | eaned agai nst the causeway wal |l and watched as Kadran and Saryn
set up the tripod and skinned and gutted the deer and then the | eopard. Wth the pelt off, the
cat's carcass was thin, and Nylan felt alnost sorry for the dead animal, even though it had
certainly tried to kill him "Thin," he nurnured. "So fearsone, and so thin."

"It's a hard life, even for the aninmals who live here," answered Saryn.

Ataller figure skied to a halt beyond the causeway, then bent and unlaced the thongs of his
skis. Cerlich | ooked at Saryn and Kadran. "So you finally got sonething besides a deer. A rea
snow | eopard. Congratul ations, Saryn."

Saryn smiled politely, pulling her scarf away from her nmouth. "Thank you, but it isn't mne.
got the deer. Nylan put three arrows through the cat. Al of themin the chest, not nuch nore than
a span apart."

"I'n the chest?"

Saryn rotated the carcass on the fir-linmb tripod and pointed. "Here, here, and here."

Gerlich inclined his head to Nylan. "My congratul ations to you, then, Engineer. Your bows nust
carry farther in the winter."

"I wish 1'd been able to use themat that range,” Nylan offered, pointing to the slash in the
jacket. "Then this woul dn't have happened. He got a little closer than | would have ideally
preferred. It's hard to fire arrows with claws in your face."

After a nmonment, Gerlich answered, "I can see that." Wth a | ook back at Nylan, he crossed the
causeway and entered the tower.

"Ser," said Saryn, "we really don't need you. You mght think about cleaning and dressing that
slash. Relyn and |- we'll start tanning the pelt.. . don't you worry."

Nyl an heaved hinmself erect and picked up the skis and poles. "Thank you. You're probably
right.”

After carting the skis down to the |Iower |level and racking themand the poles, he started back
up toward the fifth level, where the nmedical supplies were kept. He stopped at the main | evel and
staggered into the great room where he slunped at the enpty table, too tired to clinb the steps.

While he really needed to wash out the cut on his shoul der, that neant clinbing four nore
flights of steps, and digging out the antiseptic, what little there was left, and then going to
the bat hhouse. He took a deep breath.

The main door opened, and Kadran struggled inside with a deer haunch, followed by Kyseen
Nei t her | ooked toward the di nmess of the great room

" shoul d have heard the engineer... 'got a little closer than | would have ideally
preferred.’” | thought 1'd die. Gerlich was going to shit building stones ..."

"Engineer's a tough little bastard."

" quiet, alot of the tinme... have to be tough to deal with the marshal... |eopard' s

probably easy by conparison ..
Ryba, tougher than a snow | eopard? Nyl an chuckled to hinself. No question about that, but he'd
prefer to fight neither.
As the two cooks vani shed, he stood and wal ked toward the steps, and the antiseptic, the
cl eani ng he wasn't | ooking forward to, and soreness in nmuscles he'd forgotten he had- and the
headache, the headache that seened not quite constant.

LIV

QUTSI DE THE FROSTED wi ndow, the day is dull gray. Even the snow on the fields in the distance is
gray. That on the roads bel ow Hi ssl's room has been tranmped into a fro/en m xture of brown and
gray.

The warnth fromthe small brazier in the corner is nore than wel come. Hissl shifts his weight
on the stool to warmhis right side, without taking his eyes fromthe glass on the table.

Centered in the swirling white msts are the images of the black nage and the worman warri or
Each drags a carcass, but the nage drags that of a snow cat up the slope toward the |ine of snpke
that rises fromthe tower chi meys

Two other figures, also on the Iong wide skis, sweep down the slope toward the pair.

The nmage appears awkward on the skis, but he is the one who drags the snow cat. Their breath
puffs through the scarves that cover their faces, then falls in the bright light in powdery
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crystals toward the snow t hrough which they clinb.

H ssl's eyes focus on the bows both carry, then narrow. He smiles. "No thunder-throwers now. "

Nei ther of the two skiers who stop on the white expanse above the toiling pair wear thunder-
throwers, either, and Hissl's tight smle broadens. He tries not to think about a mage who will
stand fast before a snow | eopard, and his eyes flick to the w ndow.

The grassl ands beyond Cynya are still covered with white, but the days are again | engthening,
and even on the Roof of the Wrld the snows will vanish in tine.

LV

CARRYI NG A CLEAN outfit, Nylan padded down the stairs in his boots and old trousers, trying to
ignore the chill that seeped around him He slowed as he neared the fourth |evel

Gerlich unl oaded his gear, racking the quiver in the shelf space that was his, and hung the
| ong bow beside it, his fingers running over the wood, alnost |lovingly. Then he renoved the
shoul der harness and the great bl ade.

The big man slid the blade fromthe scabbard, studied it, and took a snall flagon fromthe bag
that hung fromone of the pegs. After extracting a pair of rags fromthe | eather bag, he used one
rag first to dry the blade and afterward the scabbard, before draping the danp rag over a shoul der-
hi gh peg on the long board fastened to the wall. Then he unstoppered the flagon and poured a snall
anount of oil onto the other rag before closing the flagon. Gently, the hunter oiled the bl ade
fromhilt to tip.

As he watched the hunter, Nylan puzzled over several itens. Al though Gerlich brought back no
gane, he had brought back fewer arrows, and shafts and arrowheads were not easy to cone by. Had
Gerlich lost the shafts?

Nyl an sniled. Perhaps the great hunter was not so great after all. He shook his head as he
studied Gerlich. Why did the hunter carry the huge blade on a hunting trip? Any sort of sword was
difficult to use on skis. In fact, anything was hard to use trying to bal ance on wooden slats
spanni ng deep powder snow.

Based on his encounter with the leopard, Nylan could certainly testify to that. He lifted his
right shoulder, felt the soreness. Despite the antiseptic, one section of the slash had becone
i nfl amed, enough so that Ayrlyn had been forced to use her healing talents-a way of forcing out
the di sorder of infection

After having watched her do it, Nylan had practiced on the shoul der wound hinsel f, keeping it
chaos-free. That talent mght cone in useful at sone point, especially when the few remants of
the medi cal supplies were exhausted. The talent didn't seemto speed healing nuch, but it stopped
i nfection and woul d reduce scarring, Nylan suspected.

"Any luck?" Nylan asked fromthe steps.

Boredom repl aced surprise on Gerlich's face. "Not this time. W've killed nost of the dunb
aninmals, and |I've got to travel farther every tine."

"Sorry to hear that." Nylan nodded and continued down the steps.

There were people near the hearth in the great room but the engineer continued onward toward
the north door. He shivered as he hurried through the ice-lined archway and into the bathhouse.
The stove was yet warm and sonme water lay on the stone tiles of the first shower stall, but no
one remai ned in the building. Hul dran probably had used the shower-or Ryba-or both.

Nyl an stripped off the boots and trousers and checked the knife valve. Then he stood under the
frigid water only | ong enough to get thoroughly wet, before |athering hinself with the liquid
concoction that Ayrlyn had claimed was the |ocal equival ent of soap

The anmber liquid | ooked Iike oil laced with sand and fl ower petals. That was al so what it
snelled like-rancid flower petals. It felt like |liquid sandpaper as Nyl an stood, danp and
freezing, on the cold stones of a shower stall without a door, trying to scrub grease off his
hands, frozen and thawed sweat out of his stiff hair, and grime off nobst of his body.

He had to wet his body twice nore just to get lathered half properly, and then it took three
short rinses-just because he couldn't stand under the cold water that |ong. Cold? The water had
been warmed sone by the bat hhouse stove's water warner

The only excuse for a towel was a napless synthetic oblong that m ght have qualified as a hand
towel on Heaven except for the fact that it was designed to shed water-not absorb it. So Nylan had
to use it nmore to wipe the water off his body, letting a conbinati on of evaporation and what felt
i ke sublimation do the rest.

Whi |l e he | ooked and snelled nore human at the end of the process, the bluish tinge to his skin
spoil ed the feeling. The goose bunps and shivers renained | ong after he donned the relatively
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clean clothes that had taken two days to dry after he had washed them Finally, his feet were dry
enough for himto pull on the wool-Iined boots.

The bat hhouse remai ned enpty, except for him

When he had stopped shivering violently, he marched resolutely toward the brick archway that

had becone a solid arc of ice. The ends of his danp hair still froze before he got into the tower
and cl osed the north door behind him After carting his old trousers up to the top level, he
returned to the great hall, and the coals in the hearth.

In the di mess, Relyn sat on one side, Mirkassa on the other, each one's back to the coals.
Nei t her | ooked at the other. Both shivered.

"A cheerful group,” Nyl an observed.

"Feeding fows-that is all | can do that is useful," snapped Relyn, raising his artificial
hand. "Or sheep. It is so cold that | can barely hold the bag." H's eyes turned on Nyl an. "Your
hair is wet."

"I couldn't stand being dirty and unshaven any longer. | took a shower."

"You have ice in your veins." Relyn shuddered. "You are nore terrible than the wonen. They are
merely angels, trying to live as people."

"That's nonsense,” Nylan retorted. "I'mtrying just as hard." He stepped toward the residua
warnmth of the hearth.

"They did not think of the tower and build it. They did not find the water that flows when al
is frozen. They did not forge the bl ades of black lightning. They did not build the small bows
that send arrows through plate mail." Relyn stood, but his eyes were on the stones of the floor
"They only fought and grew crops and hunted. You forged Westwind, and all that it will be. I have
finally seen the truth. You are the first true black nage."

Nyl an snorted. "Me? |I'mthe man who can barely cross the snows on skis. The one who coul dn't
get a thunder-thrower to kill anyone . "

Relyn laughed . . . gently. "The thunder-throwers do not belong in Candar. Nor did the magical
tools you first used. Yet all the weapons you created and all the buildings you built will remain.
Everyt hing you forged bel ongs here on the Roof of the Wrld, and everything will last for

generations. If you died today, what you have wought would renain."

"That was the general idea. You seemto be the first one to fully understand that." Nylan
paused, and in the silence could hear the sounds of voices and tools and cooking comng up from
the I owest level of the tower. "Wat's so strange about it? | helped to build a tower, but there
are towers all over Candar. | forged sone bl ades, but arnsmen all over Candar carry bl ades.
created bows, but archers have existed for years.”

Rel yn just shook his head.

"Murkassa?" Nylan turned to the thin and round-faced girl.

"Yes, Ser Mage." Mirkassa pursed her |ips and waited.

"Tell the honorable Relyn that he's full of sheep nanure."

"No, ser. You are the black one, and the marshal is the Angel, and you have brought the Legend
to the world."” She | ooked sideways at Relyn. "The nen of these |lands, mayhap of all |ands, are
like Jilkar. They respect only the strong. You have nade these wonen strong-"

"They were already strong." Nylan |aughed bitterly.

"Then you have kept them strong, and they will force the men of Candar to respect themand to
respect all wonen."

"That is why Sillek will conme to attack Westwind," said Relyn. "After himmy come Lord
Kart hanos of Gallos.™

"I's that why Lornth dislikes Jerans?" asked Nyl an. "Strong wonen?"

Rel yn nodded.

Wth the | ow noaning of the wind, the engineer turned toward the wi ndows. "Sorme mage | am |
can't even keep this place warm enough."”

"I't is warm enough for the angels to grow and prosper. It is warm enough that all Candar will

trenble at the nanme of Westwind. | should think that would be warm enough.” Relyn's tone is
i ronic.

"You give ne far too nuch praise, Relyn."

"No . . . ser . . . you do not choose to see that you have changed the world. You have changed
me, and you will change others, and in tine few indeed will understand the world before the
Legend. "

"You are different," Mirkassa added. "You see wonmen as strong, and as you see them so are
they."

"Wonen are strong. Stronger than nen in nmany ways," Nylan said.

"As you say, WMage."
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Nyl an shook his head. Wy did they take his words as a statement of faith, as if what he said
became true? Qutside, the howing of the stormrose, and Nyl an wondered, absently, how the sheep,
chi ckens, and horses were faring. The eneny was the winter, not the preconceptions of nmen in
Candar .

Bot h Rel yn and Murkassa exchanged anused sniles, as if Nylan could not see the obvious. Maybe
he couldn't.

"I''m going down to work."

"Yes, Mage."
They sm | ed agai n.
Change the world? Nylan tried not to frown as he left the slowy chilling great roomto descend

to the woodworking area and his efforts with the cradle and the rocki ng chair he was begi nni ng.
Changing the world by building a tower with rudi nentary water and sanitation? By using a dying
| aser to forge a handful of blades and a few conposite bows? By nearly getting killed by a snow
cat or always falling into snow over his head?

He snorted again. He had a cradle to finish-and a rocking chair-and he couldn't afford to be
di stracted by del usi ons of grandeur.

LVI

". . . DON' T UNDERSTAND WHY Lord Sillek is receiving this trader with such honor ..."

As she catches the murnmur from hal fway down the long table on the | ow dais, Zeldyan smiles and,
under the table, squeezes Sillek's hand.

He turns and sniles at his consort.

"The honorabl e Lygon of Bl eyans!" announces the young armsman - in - training at the doorway to
the dining hall, his voice on the edge of cracking.

Retaining the snmile on his face, Sillek stands to greet Lygon. Zeldyan rises al nost
simul taneously. At the end of the table to Sillek's right, the lady Ellindyja snooths her face
into a nold of polite interest. At the end to the left, Ser Gethen cultivates a | ook of
i ndi fference.

Lygon, a round-faced man wearing a nmaroon velvet tunic and a silver chain, marches up between
the two rows of tables in the dining hall as the murrmurs die away and the | eading tradespeopl e and
| andowners of Lornth watch.

A qui ck trunpet fanfare sounds as Lygon steps onto the dais.

Sillek gestures to the enpty seat to his right. "Wl cone, Lygon. Wl cone to Lornth, and to our
hospitality." He steps back. "This is Zeldyan, nmy lady and consort. Zeldyan, this is Lygon, the
nost honorabl e trader of Suthya."

"Whenever you rulers call ne honorable, Sillek, | want to reach for ny purse." Lygon overtops
Sillek by half a head, but bows low, first to the Lord of Lornth, and then to Zeldyan. "It is a
pl easure to neet you, |lady, and to know that Lord Sillek has you to enchant himand grace his
towers."

"It is ny pleasure to neet you, ser," Zeldyan responds, sniling brightly. "And | will do ny
best to offer such grace, especially since you do us such honor." Behind her, Gethen nods
m nutely. "We don't want your purse, Lygon, just your presence." Sillek |aughs easily and stands
until the trader sits. Around the hall, the murmurs rise again. Lygon stares frankly at Zel dyan
for a noment before his eyes return to Sillek. "Your consort, she is a true beauty.” H s eyes go
back to Zel dyan. "And you are, ny |lady. Few i ndeed have your grace and beauty."

"I do nmy poor best for ny lord," Zeldyan answers, "for he is dear to ne."

Lygon nods, neither agreeing nor disagreeing as Sillek hinself pours the red wine fromthe
pi tcher between theminto two goblets al nost equidistant fromeach man. The trader takes the
goblet fractionally closer to Sillek

Sillek lifts the one remaining, raises it, and says, "To your continued health and to good
trading.”

"To health and good trading," affirns Lygon. Those at the head table drink with Sillek and
Lygon, though Zeldyan's |ips barely pass the w ne.

Lygon sets his goblet before himand studies the great hall below the dais. "Quite a
gat hering."

"Only the due of a first trader of Suthya." Sillek takes another sip fromhis goblet. "Even ny
consort's father nade a special trip from Carpa to honor you."

"First trader, twentieth trader-what difference does it make?" Lygon shakes his head. "W're
all traders, and we try to be fair to all."
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Lygon's voice carries, but his eyes are on Sillek, and he does not see how Ser Gethen's Iips
tighten at his words.

"Fairness-that's inmportant to Lornth. It always will be," answers Sill ek.

"I had hoped that Lornth would continue the warmrel ationship enjoyed in the past with the
traders of Suthya, and | am pl eased to see such hospitality again offered." Lygon downs the
remaining wine in his goblet with a single swallow, then slices the pearapple on his plate into
slivers and pops a pearapple section and a chunk of Rohrn cheese into his nmouth. "Al ways have good
cheeses here.”

"I amglad you find themso, and trust you will always do so.
wine, a swallow far smaller than it appears.

"The wine's better than what your sire served. Wiere'd you find it?"

Sillek inclines his head toward Zel dyan. "The uplands of Zeldyan's father's |ands produce a
good grape, and better wine."

"Ha! Consorted well, for beauty and good w ne. You denon, you." Lygon | aughs.

Sillek smiles, as does Zeldyan, but, at their respective ends of the table, neither Gethen's
nor Ellindyja's face mrrors such apparent pleasure.

"Heard sone runors-you know how t hings go-sone runors that a bunch of crazy wonen took over a
nmount ai nt op on your eastern marches." Lygon swallows and chews nore of the pearapples and cheese
"Sone even say," adds the trader through a full nouth, "they're evil angels."

Sillek takes a swall ow of his

"That has been said," acknow edges Sillek, "and, if they survive the winter, | may well be
occupi ed. Then again,"” he laughs wyly, "I nmay be occupied with the Jeranyi. |I'mcertain you' ve
al so heard that rumor. Well... it's true. |I've got ny chief armsman in Cynya. He's not exactly

pl eased. "

"I't has al so been said that you handed Il dyroma stinging defeat." Lygon chews through the rest
of the pearapple slices, barely avoiding spitting fragnents across the |inens.

At her end of the table, Lady Ellindyja contains a w nce.

"The problemw th such victories," Sillek responds, "is that they require maintenance. And
supplies,” he adds, |ooking at the trader

"No business tonight, Lord Sillek," protests Lygon. "It's a cold winter out there, and
tonight's the time for warmh and good food."

"I stand corrected." Sillek raises his hands, half in [aughter, half in nock defeat.

Zel dyan smiles. So does her father.

LVI |

A LONFIRE, for once, burned in the hearth of the great room

Ryba sat in the chair at the end of the table, with Saryn on her right and Nylan on the left.
Ayrlyn sat beside Saryn, while Fierral sat next to Nylan with Kyseen beside her. Relyn was seated
besi de Ayrlyn. Gathered around the foot of the first table on the side below Saryn were Gerlich

Narliat, and Selitra. On the side below Nylan were Huldran, Istril, Mirkassa, and Hryessa.
"I'"d guess you'd call this a status or planning neeting." Ryba's breath created a flicker in
the candle at her end of the table. "I wanted to hear from each of you about how your efforts are

goi ng, and any suggestions you m ght have." The marshal |ooked at Gerlich. "Hunting?"

"It's getting harder," CGerlich said. "The deer we do get are thinner. W haven't seen a snow
| eopard since the engineer killed his. The big cats have gone to | ower grounds-or hibernated. The
same for the bears.”

"The ol d ones say the leopards talk to each other," added Mirkassa.

Her breath nearly guttered out the other candle, and Hul dran reached out and noved it nore
toward the center of the table.

"What about smaller aninmal s?" asked Ayrlyn.

"It takes a lot of effort to catch them and what good is a hare when we have to forage for
nmore than a score of people?" Gerlich shrugged, |ooking toward Kyseen

"You get ne three hares, and | can nake a neal ," affirned the cook

"How are your supplies coni ng?"

"Not as well as I'd like," admtted Kyseen. "W've been grinding and powderi ng sone of those
roots into the flour, and that stretches it. Sone of the guards say it's bitter. What can | do?
The potatoes are good, but we'll finish those off in another eight-day, nmaybe two, if we only have
them every third day."

"The potatoes are all that stick," said Huldran. "There's not enough neat, and the |oaves are
getting smaller."”
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The | ow noan of the wi nd outside the great room punctuated her words, and, for a nonent, no one
spoke.

"Birds?" asked the marshal

"We've got owl s and gray-hawks up here. That's all we've seen, anyway," answered Cerlich
"Nei ther has much neat, and they're so quick | don't see how you could shoot them™

Ryba nodded and turned to Saryn. "Wat about the |ivestock?"

"There isn't enough grass and hay for the horses and the sheep," Saryn said. "W've cut back on
the corn for the chickens, and they' ve cut back on laying. There's not enough grain for the rest
of the winter for them either.”

"The chickens, they lay little in the winter," said Hyessa. "I would start killing the ol der
ones and |let the young ones live for the year ahead."

"Can you work that out?" asked Ryba.

Saryn gl anced at Hryessa, then at Ryba, and nodded. "That still doesn't solve the fodder
probl em "
"The | ander we used for storage is nore than a third full,"” said Selitra.

"I helped fill that full, I did," interjected Narliat.

"We're only about hal fway through the winter," pointed out Saryn. "There's no forage out there,
and there won't be even after the snow nelts."

"There are the fir branches . . ." suggested Mirkassa. "CGoats sonetines eat them"

"It doesn't do the goats rmuch good," pointed out Relyn,. "and sheep can't eat as nmany things as
goats."

"We're getting short of food," Ryba pointed out, "and we don't have enough food for both sheep
and nounts." Her eyes narrowed. "We can get nore sheep, one way or another, if we have to. Wthout
nmounts we're dead."

"W need twenty mounts," said Fierral. "And they can't be skin and bones."

The marshal turned back to Saryn. "Figure out a slaughter schedule for the sheep-and horses, if
need be-that will |leave us with twenty nounts, if you can, by the tine there's something for the
sheep and horses to forage on. It would be good to have sonme sheep left, but . . . we'll need the

mounts nore to get through the sunmer.”

"That's going to take a day or so."

"A day or so won't make any difference. Also, work it out with Kyseen. That's so she can plan
the food schedule to keep everyone as healthy as she. can, given this ness."

Saryn nodded.

"What about tinber? Firewood?" asked Ryba.

"We're al nost out of the green tinber for making things," said Saryn flatly. "W've got skis
for everyone, and you' ve seen the chairs and room panel s-and the cradl es. That's about all we can
do this winter. We're running through the stove wood and firewood. W can't even drag enough wood
up fromthe forest to replace what we're burning. If we drag up nore than we are now, the horses
will need to eat nore, and some will get lung burn."”

"Should we turn the furniture into heat?" asked Gerlich idly.

"No," answered Ayrlyn. "That wouldn't add two days' heat, and it would be a waste of all that
effort. Besides, the inpact on people's norale . "

"Just asking."

"Try thinking," nuttered Hul dran under her breath.

Nyl an barely kept from nodding at that.

"Anyt hing el se?" The narshal | ooked around the table.

Gerlich nudged the wonan beside him

"The roof in the showers |eaks," ventured Selitra.

"We can't do much about that until spring,” Nylan admitted.

"Sonetines the water freezes on the stones. That's dangerous,"” said the Iithe guard.

"CGetting up on that roof now would be nore dangerous," pointed out Nylan. "And it's too cold

for the nortar to set. W don't have roofing tar ... maybe by sunmer."
"I hope no one falls."
"I's there anything el se we can do sonething about?" asked Ryba. "If not, that's all. Saryn
you stay. |I'd like your estinmates on what |ivestock should be slaughtered and how that m ght

stretch out the feed and fodder."

As Nyl an stood by the wi ndow while Saryn provided rough fodder estinmates to Ryba, he listened
to Hryessa and Murkassa, talking in | ow voices by the shelves under the stone staircase.

" athird of a place filled with hay and grass, and they would start slaughtering now?"

"Whuld you wait until there was no food, and then kill themall, or have them starve?" asked
Mur kassa. "These wonen, they are smart, and the Angel thinks ahead, far ahead."
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Per haps too far, thought Nylan, turning back to the pair at the table. He hadn't I|iked
Gerlich's using Selitra to bring up problens with the bathhouse, either. The engi neer forced
hinmself to take several deep slow breaths, then turned his thoughts back to the table, though he
remai ned beside the frosted and snow covered w ndow.

"I'd say a sheep now, and another one in an eight-day ... two chickens ... lay in three days

that | eaves eight hens and four half-grown chicks."

"Munt s?" asked Ryba.

"There's one nag, gelded, barely gets around.”

"See if Kyseen can nake sonmething there. Start with the nag, not the sheep. A sheep can give
wool and food. A nmale that can't work and can't stand stud-that's useless.”

Nyl an hal f wondered if soneday he'd be just |ike the poor nag. He pursed his |ips and waited

until Saryn strode out. Then he stepped up as Ryba rose fromthe chair. "In short," he said,
"things are bad and getting worse, and it's going to be a long tine before the snow nelts."
"That's not a problem" said the marshal. "It's going to warmup within probably three eight-

days. But it's likely to be al nost eight eight-days before there's any spring growh, even in the
woods, that the animals can forage through, or before Ayrlyn can get out and trade for food."

"Ei ght eight-days? That's going to be hard. Really hard."

"Harder than that. Much harder." Ryba wal ked toward the steps down to the kitchen area.

LVI I

THE TALL MAN snooths his velvet tunic before stepping into the tower room

"You do honor to receive ne, Lady Ellindyja," offers the tall trader

Lady Ellindyja steps back fromthe door and offers a slight head bow. "I do so appreciate your
ki ndness in coming to see one whose tine is past." She slips toward her padded bench, | eaving
Lygon to foll ow

As she turns and sits, she picks up the enbroidery hoop, and smles as she finds the needle
with the bright red thread.

"Ah .. . ny lady, you did-"

"Lygon, you are a trader, and you have dealt fairly with Lornth for nearly a score of years."

"That is true." Lygon runs his hand through the thinning brown hair before settling into the

chair opposite Ellindyja. "I would like to believe I have al ways been fair. Firm but fair." He
|l aughs. "Firmthey sonetines take for being harsh, but without a profit, there's no trading."
"Just as for lords, without honor, there is no ruling?" asks Ellindyja, her needle still poised
above the white fabric of the hoop.
Lygon shifts his weight on the chair. "I would say that both lords and traders need honor."
"What wei ght does honor add to a trader's purse?" asks Ellindyja, her tone al nost idle.
"Peopl e must believe you will deliver what you prom sed, that your goods are what you state
they are."”

"Do you tell people what to buy?"

Lygon frowns before he answers. "Hardly. You cannot sell what people do not want."

"I fear that is true in ruling, too," offers Ellindyja, her eyes dropping to her enbroidery as
the needl e conpletes a stitch. "The lords of a | and have expectations. Surely, you are faniliar
with this?"

"I ama trader, lady, not a lord." Lygon shifts his weight.

"I know, and you would like to continue trading in Lornth, would you not?" Ellindyja smles.

"Lady . . ." Lygon begins to stand.

"Pl ease be seated, trader Lygon. | amnot threatening, for |I certainly have no power to
threaten. | amnot plotting or schenming, for I have ny son's best interests at heart. But, as any
nmot her does, | have concerns, and nmy concerns deal with honor." Wth another bright snile,

El lindyja fixes her eyes on Lygon. "You are an honorable man, and you understand both trade and
honor, and | hope to enlist your assistance in allaying my concerns.” She raises the hand with the
needl e slightly to halt his protestation. "Wat | seek fromyou will neither cost you coin nor ill
will. |I seek your words of wisdomw th ny son, at such tinme as nmay be appropriate. That is all."

"I am no sage, no magician." Lygon rubs his forehead.

"I have little use for either," answers Ellindyja dryly. "As you renmarked at the dinner the
other night, my son faces a difficult situation. Lord Ildyromhas created sone difficulties to the
south, while the denon wonen have seized part of his patrinony in the Wsthorns. These wonen are
said to be alluring, not just to nen, but to nal contented wonmen here in Lornth." She pauses. "And
all across the western | ands, even in Suthya. Wuld you want wonen | eaving Suthya to create a | and
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ruled by women? How woul d you trade with then? Wuld they not favor traders from say, Spidlar?"

"I could not say. | have not heard of such." Lygon licks his thick |ips.

"Let us trust that such does not cone to pass, then." The needle flickers through the white
fabric. "Yet how can Lord Sillek nmy son support such a cause nerely because it woul d benefit the
traders of Suthya?"

Lygon's brows furrow. "If you would go on ...

"It is sinple, honored trader. My son is concerned that the honor of nerely regaining his
patrinony is not enough to justify the deaths and the coins spent. His |lords are concerned that
their daughters and the daughters on their holdings do not find the wild wonen alluring, but they
cannot speak this because they would be seen as weak or unable to control their own wonen."

Lygon shakes his head. "What has this to do with trading?"

Ellindyja's lips tighten ever so slightly before she speaks. "W have few weaponsni ths, and
armes require supplies. |If the honor of uphol ding your-and our-way of life is not sufficient for
you to speak to nmy son about the need to uphold his honor, and that of his lords, then perhaps the
supplies needed in such an effort will offer sone inducement. Except you need not speak of
supplies to Lord Sillek. That would be too direct, even for him"

"My lady . . . you amaze ne. Lord Sillek is fortunate to have a nother such as you."

"I seek only his best interests, trader. Happily, they coincide with yours."

"I ndeed." Lygon's eyes wander toward the door

Lady Ellindyja rises. "You nust have matters to attend to nore pressing than listening to an

old lady. Still, if you could see it in your heart to offer your observations about honor and
about how you see that lords would not adnmit their concerns publicly . .. why, | would be nost
grateful ."

Lygon stands and bows. "I could scarcely do |l ess for a nother so devoted to her son."

"I am deeply devoted to his best interests,"” Ellindyja reiterates as she escorts the tal
trader to the door

The tower door opens, and Lygon steps into the hallway and strides toward the steps to the
| oner level, his face inpassive, his eyes not catching the bl ond woman who i s descending fromthe
open upper parapets.

As she follows the trader down the steps, Zeldyan's eyes flick to the door to Lady Ellindyja's
room and her nouth tightens.

LI X

IN THE CORNER of the woodworking area of the tower, Nylan slowly traced the circular cuts he
needed to nake in the scrap of poorly tanned |eather. That way, he got |onger thongs and could use
the I eftover scraps. Even so, his nmakeshift net was turning into a patchwork of cord, | eather

t hongs, and synt hcord.

He gl anced at the pieces of the unfinished cradle, then at the rocking-chair sections. Both
needed nore snoot hing and crafting before he glued and joined them but his hands cranped after
much tinme with the snoothing blade-and Siret and Ellysia had a nore urgent need to finish their
cradl es.

Fromthe other side of the tower cane the snell of neathorse neat, cooking slowy in the big
oven. There was also the snell of bread, with the hint of bitterness that Hul dran and ot hers had
not ed.

Nyl an found hinself |icking his |ips-over horse neat?

It had been a long winter. For a few days, they'd eat well. And then they wouldn't, not for
anot her eight-day or so. He tried not to dwell on the fate of the poor swaybacked and tired
gel ding and instead | ooked at the fragil e-appearing net.

"How do you catch the snow hares?" Nyl an had asked Mirkassa.

"Weaving | know, and cows, and sheep, but not hunting. Men hunt, Ser Mage." The round-faced

girl had shrugged, as if Nylan should have known such. Then she had added, "It is too cold to hunt
here, except for you angels, and | nust stay behind the walls."
Hryessa had been nore hel pful. "My uncle, he once showed nme his snares and his nets .. ."

After listening to descriptions of snares and setting them Nylan had deci ded nets were nore
practical in the deep snow of the Roof of the Wrld.

Then, he hadn't considered the sheer tediousness of making the dammed net. Wth a sl ow deep
breath, he started cutting, trying to keep his hands steady, know ng that, as in everything, he
really couldn't afford to nmake any nmistakes, to waste any of the | eather

He rubbed his nose, trying to hold back a sneeze. Wth the dust left over frombuilding and the
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sawdust from woodwor ki ng and the soot fromthe furnace, he wondered why they weren't all sneezing.

Kkhhhchew! Kkkchew! The engi neer rubbed his sore nose again.

"It's hard to keep fromsneezing," said Siret fromwhere she snoot hed the sideboards of her
cradle. "I hate it when | sneeze, especially now"

Behi nd and around Nyl an, guards worked on their own projects. Ayrlyn was attenpting a crude
lutar, using fiber-cabling fromone of the |anders as strings. Surprisingly, Hryessa al so worked
on a lutar.

As he knelt on the slate floor, Nylan caught a glinpse of boots nearing.

"It's getting presentable in size," said Ryba.

Nyl an stood. "The net? Yes. Wether it will work is another question, but |I thought 1'd try for
anot her niche in the ecol ogi cal framework."

The marshal |aughed. "When you tal k about hunting, you sonetines still sound |like an engi neer."

"l probably always will."

"What el se are you working on?" Her eyes went to the wood behind Nyl an

He gestured, glad that the cradle' s headboard was turned so the carving was to the wall. Wile
he couldn't conceal the cradle itself, he wanted sone aspect of it to be a surprise.
"The cradle for Dyliess. A chair." He | aughed. "Once the cradle's done, |I'll have to start on a

bed. Children grow so fast. But that will have to wait a bit, until the snows nelt, and unti
we're in better shape.”

"At times, | feel like life here is always a struggle between waiting and acting, and that 'l
choose the wong thing to wait on because we don't have enough of anything." Ryba forced a | augh
"l suppose that's just |ife anywhere.”

"What are you doi ng?" he asked.

"Checki ng on what everyone else is doing. Then |I'Il start pulling out guards for blade
practice."

"You're still doing that on the fifth level? It's dark up there."

"It works fine. They really have to concentrate. Besides, using a blade has to be as much or

nmore by feel as by sight.
| ot nore practice.”

"Anot her vision?" he answered glumy

"Anot her vision." There was nothing light in her voice.

"Al'l right. After | get alittle nore done on the net."

"I"ll be a while. | need to talk to Kyseen." Ryba's eyes passed over the back side of the
cradl e's headboard wit hout pausing as she turned and crossed the space toward the kitchen

Nyl an's ears foll owed her progress.

" not a warm bone in her body ..
i ke the queen of the world ..."

" Ryba cleared her throat. "Nylan ... you need practice with a blade. A

" even cold with the engineer . . . show himsone warnth .. ."

" she's not kept in a corner, caged up, like nme," added Murkassa. "She can wal k the snows."

Istril, alnost like a guardian, touched the Gallosian wonan's arm "It is getting warmer. It
won't be that long."

" too long, already. The stones of the walls will fall in upon ne..."

Al the guards were getting worn and frazzled. Nylan hoped that Istril were right, that it
woul dn't be that |ong, but he wasn't counting on it. That was why he worked on the net.

" never | oses sight of the weapons, does the marshal ?" asked Siret, not |ooking up from her
conti nued snoot hing of the sideboards of the cradle she knelt beside.

"No, and she's right, even if | dread getting bruised and banged up."

"You do better than nost, ser."

"You're kind, Siret, but she nakes ne feel |ike an awkward child, even when she's carrying
extra weight and is off bal ance.™

"\What about ne, ser?" asked the visibly pregnant guard.

"You're still sparring?”

"She says that the nmen around here could give a damm if I'mwth child. O have a babe in
arnms. "

"She's probably right about that, too,

"Sad, isn't it?"

They both took deep breaths, alnost sinmultaneously. Then Siret grinned, and Nyl an found hinself
doi ng the sane.

Nyl an answered sl owy.

LX

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%?2...-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (136 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:18 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

SI LLEK WALKS I NTO the arnory, followed by Terek. The Lord of Lornth spots the assistant chief
arnmsnan, sharpening a blade with a whetstone. "Ri nmur?"

The thin man | ooks up fromthe stool, then stands quickly. "Yes, ser?"

Behind Sillek, Terek closes the door.

"How can | help you, ser?"

"Since Koric renains to hold Cynya, | need you to nake sure that our armsmen are ready to
travel as soon as the roads firm | don't nean an eight-day later. | nean the day | |ift ny bl ade.
Do you under st and?"

"Yes, ser. Wiere do we nake ready to go?"

"I'mnot telling you. Nor will | until we start to march." Sillek's smile is grim

"Ser . . . that'll make it hard . . ." Rmmur's words die under Sillek's glare. "I nmean ... the
men ..."

"Let ne explain it,"” answers Sillek. "I have Ildyromand the Jeranyi to the west, and these
evil angels to the east. If | announce |'m going after the angels, Ildyromwll be in and through

Cynya within days after the snows nelt, or the rains -stop, and the roads firm If | go after
Ildyrom the traders will raise their prices and | ower what they pay, and the angels will be free
to take over nore of the Westhorns, including the trade routes and the | ower pastures. If | do
not hi ng, everyone will think they can nake trouble.”

"Yes, ser," answered Rinmur. "Which are you going to do?"

Sillek slaps his forehead theatrically and gl ares at the assistant arnmsnan. "If | tell you and
the arnsnmen of Lornth that |'mgoing after Ildyrom then everyone will tell everyone else, and in
three days all of Candar will know, and the traders and the angels will make trouble. If | say I'm

going after the angels, then Ildyromand his war-wonen will make trouble. So | can't say. You just
have to get themready. I'll announce where later."

"Yes, ser. They won't like it, ser.”

"Rimmur ... do they want to know and be dead, or not know and be alive?"

" Ser?"

"I'f no one knows where we're going, whether it's after Ildyromor the black angels, then our
enenmies can't plan. If they can't plan, then fewer of our nen get killed. So just get them ready.
Tell themwhat | told you."

"Yes, ser." Rimur stands and waits.

As Terek and Sillek head up the narrow steps to the upper levels of the tower, the white w zard
clears his throat, finally saying, "You never did indicate . .. ser . .."

"That's right, Terek. | did not. |I do not know what sort of screeing or nagic the angels have.
So ny deci sion remai ns unspoken until we |eave. That way, |ldyromand the angels have to guess not
only which one | intend to attack, but also when."

"As Rimur said, ser, that nakes preparation uncertain."

"Terek . . . before this is all over, we'll end up fighting themboth. So prepare for both
eventualities." Sillek steps out onto the upper |anding and turns. "Your preparations won't be
wast ed. "

"Yes, ser." Terek inclines his head.

"Good." Sillek turns and wal ks down the corridor to the quarters where Zel dyan waits.

LX

THE NI GHT W ND whi stl ed outside the tower wi ndows, rattling the shutters on the partitioned - off
side so much that small fragnents of ice broke off and dropped to the floor inside the sixth
level. Fromthe third | evel below came the faint crying of an infant, Dephnay, but the crying died
away, replaced by the faintest of nursing sounds, and gentle words.

On the slightly warnmer side of the top level of the tower, protected by the thin door, the
recently conpleted partitions and hangi ngs, Ryba and Nylan lay in the darkness.

Nyl an's |l egs ached fromthe skiing, the endless attenpts to find and track the smaller rodents
he knew were in the forests. Hi s arns and shoul ders ached fromthe drubbi ngs he had taken in his
| ast bl ade-sparring sessions with Saryn and Ryba in the half darkness of the fifth |level of the
tower. His lungs were heavy fromthe cold. Hs guts grunbled fromthe continual alternation of too
much neat and too few carbohydrates with the periods of too little food at all. H's upper cheeks
burned fromnnear-continual frostbite, and his fingers ached from hol ding a snoothing blade or a
kni fe too | ong.

For all his exhaustion, he could not sleep, and his eyes fixed on the patchwork hangi ngs that
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nmoved, ever so slightly, to the convection currents between the cold stone walls and the residual
warnt h of the chimey masonry that ran up the center of the tower.

Ryba | ay on her back, nearly notionless, eyes closed, the wool en bl anket concealing her
swel | i ng abdonen.

In the darkness through which he could see, Nylan studied her profile, chiseled against the
darkness like that of a silver coin against black velvet, a profile alnost of the Sybran girl-next-
door, |l acking the regal ness that appeared whenever she was awake.

What had nade her able to struggl e agai nst such odds, going froma steppe nomad child to being
one of UFA' s top conbat comanders and to founding a nation or tradition that seened al nost fated
to endure?

Wuld it endure? How | ong?

He stifled a sigh. Did it matter? Ryba was going to do what Ryba was going to do, or what her
visions told her to do, and for the nonment he had no real choices. Nor did any of them he
supposed, not if they wanted to survive. He tried to close his eyes, but they hurt nore closed
than open, with a gritty burning.

The shutter on the far side of the tower rattled again as the wind forced its way agai nst the
tower, and nore icicles broke off and shattered across the plank floor. Even the arnagl ass w ndow
creaked and fl exed against the storm although Ayrlyn insisted that, while the stornms woul d be
more violent in the eight-days ahead, they represented the warming that was al ready under way.

Nyl an hadn't seen any real warm ng outside, and the snow was still getting deeper, and the gane
scarcer, and the livestock thinner, and tenpers nore frayed.

He tried to close his eyes again, and this tinme, this tine they stayed cl osed.

LXI'I

NYLAN LAY I N his snow covered burrow, the |l ong thong attached to the wei ghted net suspended over
the conceal ed rabbit run

Cat ching even rodents was a pain. First he'd had to put out the nets al nbst an ei ght-day before
so that the damed frost rabbits would get used to the scent-or that the cold and wind would carry
it away. But even when they triggered the net, sonehow they never had stayed caught |ong enough
for Nylan to get there.

So he'd been reduced to tending his net traps in person.

It had taken himall norning to get the one dead hare strapped to his pack, and it was wel
past nid-afternoon. Now, |ying covered in the snow, watching the second rabbit run he had
di scovered, Nylan could sense the snow hare just below the entrance to the burrow. It had poked
its head out several tinmes, but not far enough or |ong enough for Nylan to drop the net.

So the engi neer shivered and waited... and shivered and waited.

The sun had al nost touched the western peaks before the hare finally hopped clear of the
bur r ow.

Nyl an jerked the thong and the weighted net fell.

The rabbit tw sted, but the crude net held, and in the end, Nylan carried a small heap of thin
flesh and matted fur up through the snow. Now he had two thin, dead snow hares- that was all

He was cold, his trousers hal f-soaked. The sun was setting, and he had a clinb just to get out
of the forest, even before the ridge up to Westw nd.

Al'l that effort, for two small hares. In the future, could they breed then? Except that neant
nore forage and grain stored, and there was a limt to what they could buy or grow.

He waded t hrough the snow that was chest-deep downwi nd to where his skis were. Once he went
into a pothole, with the snow sifting around his neck and face. He slowy dug hinself out.

H's fingers funbled as he strapped his boots to the skis in the growi ng purple deeps of
twilight. Then he pushed one heavy ski after the other along the slope. Wen he reached the packed
trail the horses used to drag the trees up the ridge, he unfastened the thongs and carried poles
and skis up the ridge. By the tinme he reached the causeway, all the stars were out, and the night
air cut at his lungs.

From t he darkness outside the tower, he stunbled inside into the gloomof the front entry area
i nside the south door, carrying skis, poles, and hares.

The warnth of the great roomwelled out and surrounded him and the twin candles on the tables
seened | i ke beacons.

Ayrlyn reached himfirst as he | eaned agai nst the steps. "Ryba was worried. It gets cold out
t here when the sun goes down."

"I know. It took a little longer than | thought." He | ooked toward the guards at the table, his
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eyes focusing on the cook near the end of the second table. "Kyseen. My hunble offerings.” Nylan
rai sed the pair of dead hares.

The dark-haired cook slipped fromthe table and hurried across the cold slate floor. "All
of ferings are wel cone these days, ser.”

Kadran followed her. "If you can bring in a couple nore, we can tan the pelts and stitch them
together as a coverlet for Ellysia' s Dephnay," added the second cook. "This tower's not so warm as
it could be for a child ... begging your pardon, ser, knowi ng you did the best you could, but it's

not .

"By next winter, it will be warner." Nylan hoped they would be around for next w nter

"You go eat, ser," insisted Kyseen. "I'l|l dress these quick so they don't spoil, and I'll be
back up in an instant."

"Have you eaten?" he asked. "I wouldn't want to spoil your neal..."

"I'"ve eaten, and you haven't." Kyseen took the two hares and started down the steps.

Nyl an left the skis and poles by the stairs. He'd put them away after he ate.

"Two rabbits? That's all?" asked Gerlich as Nylan wal ked slowy toward his place at the table

"I"'mstill learning." As Nylan sat, heavily, ignoring the cold and danpness in his trousers, he
asked, "By the way, when did you last bring in any gane?"

Gerlich flushed. "I brought in a winter deer, not a rabbit."

"That was nore than two ei ght-days ago," Ayrlyn said as she reseated herself across fromthe

engi neer.

"So?" retorted Gerlich. "Everything' s scarce these days, and we've probably already killed the
stupid ones.”

"We can't live on stupid gane," pointed out the singer

"The hares are another meal." Ryba's voice cut through the argunent. "And each meal hel ps." She
smled for a nmonent at Nyl an, though there was sadness in the expression as well as pleasure and
relief.

"It's always cold and dar k! Al ways!"

Nyl an turned his head at the loud words fromthe |lower table, where Istril had |laid her hand on
Mur kassa' s shoul der

"The days are getting |longer now," pointed out the silver-haired guard. "Before long, it wll
be getting warmer as well."

"It's still too cold and dark." Mirkassa's words seenmed | ower, though Istril patted her
shoul der again. "Even the wall stones are cold and dark."

Turning back to the trencher before him Nylan took a sl ow swall ow of the warmtea, not even
m ndi ng the bitterness. He reached for the chunk of bread left for him

A portion of a nutton stew or soup al so renmained, only half-warm but Nylan began to eat,
hardly consci ous of the cool ness of the neat and gravy, or the | unpiness that nmarked the |ast of
the blue potatoes ... or of the continuing conversation between Istril and Mirkassa.

LXI11

"I CANT! | can't!"

From the corner of the furnace and woodwor ki ng room where he snoot hed the sideboards of the
cradle, Nylan | ooked toward the stone steps.

"NO | won't. | can't."

Beside him Siret dropped the polishing cloth, then awkwardly bent over, trying to reach the
scrap of fabric. Nylan retrieved it and handed the cloth back to her. "Here."

"Thank you, ser. | feel like |I can't do much of anything easily-"

"No! It's too white! It's . .. AEEE iiii..."

Across the room Ayrlyn set down the lutar bridge she had been working on, nodded to Hryessa,
and hurried up the stairs. After a nmonentary hesitation, Nylan lurched to his feet and foll owed
Ayrlyn, not knowi ng quite why he did, but feeling that he shoul d.

By the south door to the tower, Jaseen and Istril held a struggling brown-haired figure-

Mir kassa-dressed in a heavy jacket.

"Too white! It's too whitel" Mirkassa's flailing armcaught Istril across the cheek, but the
silver-haired guard pinned the armto her anyway, ignoring the red blotch that woul d be a bruise

Ayrlyn stepped up to Miurkassa, whose body was stiff, and whose screanms had become incoherent,
and touched her forehead. Mirkassa jerked away, but Ayrlyn followed the novenents, again touching
her forehead.

After a nmonment, the dark-haired wonan sl unped, and the two hol ding her | owered her to the
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floor.

"Whew! " muttered Jaseen

Istril put a hand to her cheek

Ayrlyn bent down and stroked the wonan's forehead. "You'll be all right. . ."

Nyl an swal | oned. Had he felt that unreasoning fear and rage? He studied the figure on the
stones. Mirkassa's face, though rel axi ng under the healer's touch, renmained drawn. O was it just
thin?

Nyl an t hought for a nonent. Wasn't everyone's face thinner? His trousers were | ooser.

"Hut fever," Ayrlyn said wyly, straightening up

"Hut fever?" asked Istril.

"She's not built for the col d-not enough body fat when she cane here," explained Ayrlyn. "W
really don't have warm enough garnents-or sufficient food for a good col d-weather diet. She can't
stand the cold. She's afraid of it-with reason-but she can't stand being kept confined." Ayrlyn
shrugged. "The conflict just got to her."

"What do we do?" asked the nedtech. "There's nothing in the kits, little enough |eft anyway,
and we're saving that for childbirths."

"She'll be all right." Ayrlyn sighed, then sank onto the stairs.

Nyl an coul d feel her exhaustion, alnost the way he had felt when he had worked hard
mani pul ating the fields for the laser-or the powernet on the Wnterlance. The Wnterl ance seened a
lifetime ago, and, in a way, it was.

"Just take her up to her bunk. She'll be all right when she wakes." Ayrlyn's voice was | ow and
hoar se.

"You sure?" asked Jaseen.

The singer and heal er nodded.

Jaseen turned and called to Windre, who stood gaping by the stairs fromthe lower level. "G ve
me a hand."

"Istril's there.™

"Get your runp over here. Last thing we need is Istril |ugging weights up.stairs. Then we'l|l
have soneone el se needi ng nedical care we haven't got the supplies for."

As Weindre neared, Istril said quietly, "I"'msorry."

"You've got nothing to be sorry for," said Jaseen. "Soneday it'll be her turn, and she'll need
hel p. "

As the two guards carried Mirkassa up to the next level, followed by Istril, Nylan said to
Ayrlyn, "Stay here. I'll be right back."

He hurried down to the kitchen and cornered Kadran. "I need sone bread, sonething for the
heal er."

"Heal er ?"

"Ayrlyn used that healing touch on Murkassa-she went crazy, Mirkassa, | nean-and Ayrlyn | ooks

i ke she's been run over by a couple of horses.™

Kadran frowned. "Just a little. You never |ie anyway, ser, but some, they'd tell me anything to
get nore to eat, and we got to keep it fair."

"I know. | appreciate it."

"Here you go, ser." Kadran cut a thin slice fromthe end of a |oaf cooling on the table. "Just
try not to talk about it, or everyone will have a tale of some sort."

Nyl an nodded wyly. "I'd gathered as nmuch. Thank you."

Nyl an carried the thin slice of the bitter and dark bread up the stairs, where he handed it to
Ayrlyn.

The heal er took it wi thout speaking and began to eat, slowy. Mire slowy, the color returned
to her face. "How did you know?" she asked after she licked the few crunbs from around her 1ips.

"I could . . . sense it. You sort of nanipul ated the whiteness away from her, but that takes
energy."

For a nonent, neither spoke as Jaseen and Wi ndre trudged back down the steps. Nylan noved to
| et them pass.

"We got her in her bunk. Istril's staying with her," Jaseen announced.

"Thank you, Jaseen, Weindre," said Ayrlyn.

"No problem Want you around to do that healing if |I need it." Jaseen offered a smle and a
hal f salute. "We're going down where it's warm" After the guards had di sappeared into the | ower
I evel, Nylan sank back onto the stone step

"Thank you," Ayrlyn said.

"You're wel cone." He added, "I saw Murkassa after you put her to sleep, and | was thinking how
thin she was." He shifted his weight on the stone.
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"Everyone's thin. Haven't you noticed that?" Ayrlyn glanced down at the entry space by the
cl osed south door, then back at Nylan. "The fact that Istril, Siret, Ryba, and Ellysia are
pregnant takes our mnds away fromit-that and the bul ky clothes. W' re not on what seens to be a
starvation diet, but you need three to four times the food intake if you're active in cold
weat her, and we have to be active-for a nunber of reasons-like getting enough wood to keep from
freezing. So we really don't have enough food."

"I's it ever going to get warner?"

"It already is. The ice is thinner on the wi ndows, and before long they'll stay clear all the
tinme." Ayrlyn paused. "I worry about the food, though. Darkness knows what it will be like by
early summer."”

Nyl an nodded. They needed nore hares, nore ganme . . . nore everything. He knew what he was

doi ng from now on.

"You can't do it all, Nylan," Ayrlyn said softly."

"You can't solve every problem"”

"But | have to do what | can." Hs eyes nmet hers. "How could I live with nyself if | didn't?"

After a nonent, she | ooked down at the stones. Then she raised her brown eyes to his. "I
appreciate that, but it will always bring you sadness, because peopl e take advantage of it, just
like they only respond to force." Her fingers touched his hand for an instant, and he could fee
the warnmth that was nore than physical -and the sweet sadness-before she dropped them

He nodded. "I know. So do you."

Their eyes nmet for a nonment before he | ooked away. Wiy was she the only one who really
under st ood? O was she?

After another |ong nonment, he asked, "Do you need anything el se?"

"No," Ayrlyn answered with a faint and enigmatic snile. "The bread was fine. | don't need
anything else to eat."

Nyl an nodded agai n, and hel ped Ayrlyn to her feet. "I have to get back to woodworking."

"I know. "

Again, he could feel her eyes on his back as he went down the stone steps to the | ower |evel.

LXI'V

ZELDYAN RESETTLES HERSELF in the |arge padded chair beside the bed, wearing a green sil ksheen
dressing gown that, while it sets off her golden hair, barely covers her nidsection. "He's
active," she says, |ooking down and smiling. "I wish he weren't quite so ... strong."

"You always say 'he.' " Sillek stands up fromthe chair that matches the one where Zel dyan
sits.

"You al ways question that. The child is a boy. Even if he were a girl, would it matter? We're
young. "

"It matters not to me." Sillek steps up beside her chair, bends, and kisses her cheek

"But it matters to all the holders, and to your enemies." A touch of bitterness creeps into
Zel dyan's voice. She shifts her weight in the chair. "I can't ever get confortable these days."

"Alord is always captive to his people's perceptions." Sillek glances toward the w ndow,
beyond which he can glinpse the distant fields, half white, half brown.

"You mean the perceptions of the holders and those with wealth?" Zeldyan again shifts her
wei ght in the chair and gl ances toward the corner that hol ds the chanber pot.

"l cannot support a large standing arny. So | nust have the support of the |arge hol ders. They
want the succession of Lornth to be ensured.”

"If either a son or a daughter could hold Lornth, there would be nore stability."

"Not as they see it." Sillek reaches down and squeezes Zel dyan's shoulder. "Only nen can be
hol ders. "

"Or warriors. O lords." Zeldyan gl ances up. "Even your nother feels that way, and she
under stands nore than nost nen. Yet she pushes and pushes for you to attack those wonmen on the
Roof of the World. Even enlisting foreign traders."

"Lygon ... he can't do that much, and we can make that work to our advantage."

"For now," she agrees. "But how can you put off .all these questions of honor that your nother
raises or the idea that you are weak if you do not attack the Roof of the World?" Her lips
tighten, and she forces themto rel ax.

"l can put that off for a time," he nuses. "But not forever."

"I know. If you fail to strengthen Lornth"-she |ooks to the closed door-"Ildyromw Il likely
succeed in taking it. If you are successful, then all the holders will denmand you reclai mthe Roof
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of the World."
Sillek nods slowy.
"What real good is that land? Only angels or denons could live there. Was it worth your

father's death? If a few dacmmed wonen want to live there . . ." Zeldyan shakes her head

"Some wonen have al ready deserted their households. One was caught; the others were not."

"Ch ... so the idea of a refuge where wonmen are not beaten, where they can bear armns-that
frightens the strong nmen of Lornth?" Zeldyan shifts her weight in the chair again. "I'msorry,
Sillek. It's not you. You've been fair and open. And, in his own way, so is ny sire."

"I"'mstill Lord of Lornth, and the nen have the power, and they look to nme to put things right-
as they see it."

"As they see it... what they see will be the death of us all."

"I amtrying to work around that."

"I know. | know. "

"I"ll be back." Sillek bends and ki sses her cheek again. "At midday?"
"At mdday." Her eyes drift toward the chamber pot.

LXV

"IT HURTS ... NO one said it would hurt like this . . . damm you, Ryba! Dam you!"

Siret's words, nuffled by the steps and the ceiling and floor separating the great roomfrom
the mari ne quarters above, were still clear

Nyl an | ooked at Ryba.

"Childbirth hurts," the narshal said, "as I'mgoing to find out firsthand before too Iong." She
wi nced slightly as Siret yelled again.

The space across from Nyl an was vacant. Both Ayrlyn and Jaseen were up with Siret. At the base
of the table, CGerlich glanced quizzically at Nylan, then whispered something to Narliat. The
former armsman rai sed his eyebrows and | ooked at Nyl an

Nyl an coul d al nbst sense the pain rolling down fromthe upper level. Finally, he stood. "Maybe
I can help Ayrlyn."

"You're not a healer or a nedtech," pointed out Ryba.

"No ... but healing takes a sort of... field strength . . . and | can help there. Besides," he
poi nted out, tossing the words back over his shoulder, "I'mnot good at standing around and doi ng
not hi ng. "

The silence behind himlasted but a nonent, and the buzzing of conversations rose, |ouder than
before, even before he started up the stairs.

Siret's face was red as Nyl an approached the couch in the dimess of the candlelit third | evel
Ayrlyn was pal e, and Jaseen glanced at the engineer as if to ask what he was doing there.

"Good, " murmured Ayrlyn.

Wt hout asking, Nylan touched the back of Ayrlyn's neck, trying to extend that sense of ordered
power. Through Ayrlyn he coul d sense the w ongness.

"Need to nove her," he said quietly, "the child."

"How?" nmurmured Ayrlyn.

Nyl an didn't know. He knew only that it felt wong. He |let go of Ayrlyn and touched Siret's
left arm

For the first time, she saw him "You canme. You cane."

"Hush," he said, enbarrassed. "W'||l see what we can do."

Jaseen frowned and nout hed behind Ayrlyn's back, "The baby's stuck."

Nyl an nodded, but his perceptions reached out again, alnost, it seemed, independently, trying
to catal ogue the problens, fromthe cord that was around the child's neck to the tightness of the
birth canal to ..

First... as though he were guiding a | aser, he strengthened the flow of bl ood, oxygen, life
force-in the confusion of mxing systens, he did what felt right, hoping that his feelings were
correct, since he was no doctor, only an engineer. But there were no doctors.

"She' s breathing easier " murnured Jaseen

Ayrlyn nodded.

" hurts, hurts so much," whinpered Siret.

Nyl an's | egs were shaking, and he went down on his knees beside the former |ander couch, his
fingers brushing the silver-haired guard' s forehead, then her abdonen as he tried to | oosen what
needed to be | oosened, ever so gently, half wondering if he were dream ng or dead, as the room
took on an aJnost surreal air, as he kept shifting the strange black-tinged forces in a pattern he
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did not quite understand, but could only feel
Besi de him he could feel another black-tinged presence, sometines hel ping, sometinmes |eading
"There!" exclained Ayrlyn. "There! Push again!"”
"I''"'mpushing," groaned Siret.
Nyl an cl osed his eyes for a nonent, trying to get the roomto stop swirling around him
"You have to push again," announced Jaseen. "You've still got the afterbirth."

"Hurts . " Siret's voice was |ow, but stronger

"You can do it."

" CGood. "

After a time, the engineer stood and | ooked at Ayrlyn. "You did it."
"No, you did it. |I didn't have the nerve to try until you started."

"W didit, then."

They | ooked at Siret, and at the girl she held to her breast, the infant with the silver fuzz
on her scalp that would be silver hair |ike her nother's.

Siret snmiled, finally, wanly, and then said, "Thank you. | could feel you changing things ...
sonehow. She woul dn't have lived, would she?"

"No," said Jaseen. "But she's a strong little girl. So don't you worry. Now, we've got to get
you two cl eaned up, and | can do that. Those two"-and she jerked her head toward Nyl an and Ayrlyn-
"they spent every bit of that magic they had on you. You're a |ucky wonan."

Siret's green eyes closed for a nonent, then opened. "I'mso tired."

Nyl an extended his perceptions, afraid she might be henorrhagi ng or somethi ng worse, but,
beyond the damages his m nd and senses insisted were normal -he could only find exhaustion

He shook his head.

"Anyt hi ng wrong?" asked Jaseen

"No. Except that everyone insists this is normal."

Ayrlyn and Jaseen | aughed.

"I need sone tea," Nylan said, "and | can't do anything nore here."” He felt guilty as he
st epped away, but Siret and her baby daughter seened all right. He tried to ignore the blood that
seenmed to be everywhere as Jaseen started with the antiseptic.

Slowly, he nade his way down the stairs, but a faint smile came to his face as he realized
that, strange as it had been, everything had turned out the way it should. He crossed the great
room half aware that the tables were nostly enpty and that Ryba had left.

"You | ook like a proud father,"” said Gerlich cheerfully.

Narliat smled nervously.

"You know, Gerlich,” Nylan said coldly. "The wonan was in pain. For the record, not that it
should natter, | never slept with her. And you should know that. So shut up before | stuff you
into a piece of stone." He turned and sat down at the end of the table.

Gerlich sat silently, as if stunned, but Nylan didn't care. He was tired of Cerlich' s games and
i nsi nuati ons.

Ryba had already left, but Kyseen or Kadran, or soneone, had left the bread and sone tea. The
tea was | ukewarm but tasted good. Nylan ate the bread slowy, sipping the tea.

After a tine, Ayrlyn sat down across fromhim "Thank you. W night have |ost them both."

"You were doing fine. | just nade it easier." He cupped his hands around the mug, glancing at
t he wi ndow behi nd her, aware that the snow had nelted and/or sublimted off the armagl ass.

"Siret was glad you were there."

"I"mjust an engi neer, stunbling along and doing what | can
"I make a lot of m stakes."

Her hand touched his wist, just for a nonent, and he felt a sense of warnth. "You're a good
man, Nylan. It's ..." She broke off the words, and repeated, "You're a good nman. Don't forget it."

Nyl an | ooked toward the w ndow, hoping spring was coming, and dreading it at the sane tine. He
took another sip of tea, vaguely aware that Ayrlyn had slipped away, as his thoughts skittered
across Siret and a silver-haired child, across a tower w thout enough food, across Gerlich's
uncharacteristic silence, across Ayrlyn's warnth

He sipped nore tea, tea that had become cold without his noticing it.

He refilled his nug, then hers.

LXVI
AS HE HEADED back up to the tower's top |l evel, Nylan paused on the steps, |looking into the tower's

third level with eyes and senses. There, in the darkness, a silver-haired guard held a silver-
hai red i nfant daughter to her breast and gently rocked back and forth on the rocking chair that
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all the guards, and even Nyl an, had hel ped to nake.

"Hush, little Kyalynn, hush little angel. " Siret's voice was |ow, but sweet, and apparently
di sturbed none of the guards sleeping on the couches in the al coves spaced along the tower walls
and separated by the dividers many had not only crafted, but personally decorated and carved.

Sone renmai ned awake

Nyl an coul d see where one of the other silver-haired marines-Istril-now heavy in her midsection-
stared t hrough the darkness in his direction.

Di d she have the night vision? Had it been conferred by that underjunp on all who had gotten
the silver hair? How many of the forner nmarines had strange talents, like his or Ryba's, talents
they had never nentioned?

That Nyl an did not know, for he had never nentioned that ability, though Ryba had guessed-or
| earned t hrough her strange fragnentary visions. H's eyes slipped back to Siret, his ears picking
up the gentle words.

"Hush, little angel and don't you sigh / Modther's going to stay here by and by ...

Nyl an swal | owed. He'd always heard the lullaby with "father” in the words, but he had the
feeling that fathers weren't playing that big a part in Ryba's concept of what Westwi nd shoul d be.

How | ong he |istened he wasn't certain, only that little Kyalynn was asl eep, as was Dephnay,
and so were their nothers. H's feet were cold by the tinme he slipped into the joined couches up on
the sixth |evel

"Where were you?" whi spered Ryba

"I went down to the jakes."

"That | ong?"

"I ... went ... to the bathhouse ... it's nore . . . private." He felt enbarrassed, but the
heavy nmutton of the night before clearly hadn't agreed with his system "The mutton . . ."

"I see ... | think."

"Then | stopped to listen to Siret singing to her daughter for a noment. You don't - | didn't -
really think of her as a nmother. You see themw th those bl ades, so effective, so . . ." Nylan

paused, searching for the words.

"So good at killing?"

"No. | don't know. It just touched me, that's all. | don't even know why. It's not as though I
really even know her. | just helped a little."

A shudder passed through Ryba.

"Are you col d?" He reached out to hold her, but found her shoul ders, her body warm despite the
chill in the tower. The rounding that was Dyliess made it difficult for himto confort her, or to
stop her silent shaking.

In the end she turned away, w thout speaking. Even later, after they had fallen asleep, his arm
upon her shoul der, Ryba had said nothing, though her silent shakes - had they been silent sobs? -
had subsi ded.

LXVI |

SUNLI GHT POURED THROUGH t he narrow open wi ndow of the tower. So did a flow of cold air, ruffling
the hangings and rattling the thin door that closed off the marshal's quarters.

"We're doing all right with the food," Ryba said. "The snow s beginning to nelt off the rocks,
and it won't be all that long before we can send out Ayrlyn to trade for sone things."

"It is warmng up,” admitted Nylan. "1 hope we can count on it continuing." He peered out the
narr ow openi ng, squinting against the bright light, and studying the blanket of white-and the few
dark rocks on the heights to the west of the tower.

"A stormor two won't nmake that nuch difference," pointed out the marshal of Westwi nd. "We've
still got nore than anyone expected."

"You managed it very well,"” Nylan agreed, |ooking out the open wi ndowthe fresh air, cold as it
was, was wel cone. "Very realistically.”

" '"Realistic,' that's a good term" Ryba shifted her bulk on the | ander couch. "Most people
aren't realistic. Especially men."

Rat her than debate that, Nylan asked, "Wat do you nean by 'realistic'?"

Ryba gestured toward the wi ndow "The locals can't really live up here. It's hard enough for
us. Realistically, they should just |eave us alone. Over time, we'll be able to make the roads
free of bandits, facilitate trade, and stabilize things. Not to nention providing an outlet for
abused wonen, sone of them anyway, which will nmake nen-sone of them |ess abusive. If they attack
us, a lot of people get killed, nore of themthan of us." She sighed. "That's a realistic, or

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...-%20Recluse%2003%20-%20Fall%200f%20Angels.txt (144 of 248) [5/22/03 12:25:18 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2003%20-%20Fal | %6200f%20Angel s.txt

rati onal, assessnent. But what will happen is different. The | ocal powers-all nmen-will decide that
a bunch of women represent a threat to their way of life, which isn't that great a life anyway,
except for a handful of the well-off, and they' Il force attacks on us. If they win, they wouldn't
have any nore than if they hadn't attacked, not really, and when they lose, and they will, they're
going to lose a whole |l ot nore over tine."

"How woul d wonen handle it?" Nylan asked alnpst idly. "Do you want ne to close the window? It's
getting colder in here."

"You probably should. Alot of the cold air drops onto the |lower floors, even with the door
closed." Ryba shifted her weight again. "They say you can never get confortable in the |ast part
of pregnancy. | believe it. Now. . . how would wonen handle it? | can't speak for all wonen, but
the smart ones woul d ask what the cost of an action would be and what they'd get. Wiy fight if you
don't have to?"

"Maybe the smart men do, too, but they don't have any choice," suggested Nyl an, stepping over
to the window and closing it.

"That could be," adnmitted Ryba. "But you're conceding that the smart nen are surrounded by
other men with power and no brains."

Nyl an shrugged.

"Too many nen want to doni nate ot her people, no matter what the cost. Wonen, | think, |ook at
the cost."
"Wirren al so mani pul ate nore, | suspect,” Nylan answered. "Men-nost of themaren't so good with

subtleties. So they dislike the manipul ative side of women.”

"When it suits them Manipulation isn't all bad. If you can get something done quietly and
wi t hout viol ence, why not?"

"Because nen have this thing about being deceived and being out of control." Nylan |aughed
wyly. "They can go out of control when they find out they've been tricked or manipul ated, "

"Let me get this straight. Men fight and have wars because they can't nanipulate, and then they
fight and have wars whenever they feel they are mani pul at ed?"

Nyl an frowned. "I don't |ike the way you put that."

"If you have a better way of putting it, go ahead. Personally, | believe wonen, given the
chance, can do a better job, and, here, 1'mgoing to nmake sure they get a better chance." Ryba
eased herself onto the floor. "I'Il be glad when | can get back to serious arnms practice. For now,

it's just exercise."

"I doubt it's ever just exercise,"” quipped Nylan, follow ng her down to the di mess of the next
| evel and the practice area.

He paused on the steps, noting that anong those already practicing with Saryn and a heavy-
bellied Istril were Relyn and Fierral. The one-handed man gripped the fir wand in his left hand
wi th enough confidence that Nylan could see he had been practicing for some tine.

Ryba picked up a wand. "Istril? Shall we?"

Istril bowed.

Nyl an t ook a deep breath and headed down to the woodworki ng area and the unfinished cradle.
What Ryba had said about nen seened true enough, but that apparent truth bothered him It bothered
hima lot. Wre nost nen really that irrational? O that blind?

LXVI 1]

HALFWAY UP TO the top of the ridge, Nylan | ooked back, adjusting his snow goggles. Cerlich and
Narliat remained out on the sunlit flats, Gerlich shouting instructions as Narliat struggled with
a shorter pair of skis. The shorter skis would probably work, Nylan reflected, now that the m dday
warnth had partly nelted the snow and left it heavier and crustier. As he continued up the ridge,
| eaving Gerlich and his hapless pupil on the flats before the tower, Nylan wondered why Gerlich
had suddenly taken an interest in instructing Narliat on skis.

Was he becoming a counterfeit Ryba, trusting no nen? He didn't distrust Relyn, although he
didn't understand the man. Relyn seened different, as though he had changed and were not sure of
hinself. Gerlich, on the other hand, seened ever nore foreign, contenptuous, stopping just short
of provoki ng Ryba.

As Nyl an reached the top of the ridge, he | ooked back. Narliat was skiing slowy, follow ng a
track already set in the snow, and Gerlich continued to encourage the |ocal

Nyl an used the thongs to fasten his boots in place, then skied down the ridge in the gentle
sweepi ng turns he had never thought he could do. He still lurched and flailed, but did not fall

He stopped at the bottom of the ridge, searching the trees, then finally pushed his skis west,
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toward the narrower strip of forest, following his senses. Were the gray |eaves on the handful of
deci duous trees beginning to unshrivel ? They'd have to sooner or later, but Nylan hoped it would
be sooner.

As he entered the trees, now bare of snow, the engi neer swept the scarf away from his nouth.
The wool was too warm and he couldn't breathe as he slid the heavy skis through the space between
the trunks, his perceptions out in front of him trying to sense any possi bl e gane.

He saw ol der hare tracks, expanded by the faint heat of the midday sun, tree-rat tracks, but
not hi ng | arger or newer.

Movi ng slowy, he paused frequently, letting his senses search for signs of |ife he could not
see. His fingers strayed to the bow at his back

Sonet hing stirred-slightly-beneath a snow covered hunp, but Nyl an shook his head. That
sonething was a bear not likely to emerge for a tine, and there was no way the engi neer was going
to try to dig out sonething far nore than tw ce his size.

He sl owed as his eyes caught the tracks in the snow sonething |like deer tracks, but |larger. He
turned his skis slightly dowhill to follow the tracks, his senses rangi ng ahead.

From his perceptions the aninal seenmed to be a |arge deer-or an el k. Nylan had never paid much
attention to those sorts of distinctions, but it definitely offered the promse of a |ot of neat.

The big deer had nmigrated up fromthe | ower elevations, or, thought Nylan, fled |ocal hunters
seeking gane as the snow in the lower hills melted.

Nyl an nust have skied nearly another kay before he saw the animal, standing in a slight opening
under a large fir. The engineer stopped in the cover of a pine. If he noved farther toward the
deer, the animal would see him yet he was still nore than fifty cubits away.

Nyl an remai ned in the shadows of the pine, as silent as he could be, downw nd of the deer
finally deciding he was as close as he dared. Slowy, quietly, he withdrew an arrow fromthe
qui ver, nocked it, and released it. The next shaft was quicker, as was the third.

The buck snorted, and then ran. Nyl an sl ogged after him not pressing, but noving steadily. If
he had m ssed, he'd never catch up. If he'd wounded the beast, then he ought to be able to wear it
down-if it didn't wear himdown first.

Wthin a few cubits of where the buck had stood were scattered bl oodstains. He also found a
shaft, wedged in a pine trunk-probably the third shaft. After recovering that- carefully-he
replaced it in the quiver and put one ski in front of the other, trudging through the ever-heavier
snow along a trail of scattered bl ood droppings.

Sweat began to ooze from his forehead, and he | oosened his jacket and untied the scarf and put
it inside the jacket. He didn't want to stop to get into the pack

A wel come shadow fell across the forest as a single, white puffy cloud covered the sun

Nyl an's | egs began to ache, and the buck turned uphill at a slant. Nylan's | egs ached nore. He
gl anced ahead, and did not see the hunp in the snowa covered root or |ow branch

Hs left ski caught, and he twi sted forward. A line of pain scored his |leg, and he grunted,
trying not to yell. For a nmonent he lay there, letting his perceptions check the | eg. The bones
seened sound, but anot her wave of pain shot down the leg as he rolled into a ball to get up

Slow y, he stood, casting his senses ahead.

The buck was not that far away, perhaps two hundred cubits, just out of sight, and Nylan slowy
slid the left ski forward, then the right.

Wien he reached the next low crest in the hill, he could see the big deer, alnost flailing his
way t hrough the snow.

Nyl an pushed on, trying to ignore the pain in his |eg.

Wth the sound of the skis on the crusting snow, the deer |lunged forward, then sagged into a
heap.

Nylan finally stood over the buck, but the aninmal was not dead. Blood ran fromthe side of its
mout h, and one of the shafts through the shoul der had been snapped off. Mre blood welled out
around the other shaft, the one through the chest. The deer tried to lift his head; then the neck

dropped, but he still panted, and the blood still oozed out around the shaft in his chest.

Nyl an | ooked at the deer. Now what? He didn't have anything for a humane quick kill. Finally,
he fumbl ed out the belt knife.

Even using his perceptions, trying to make the kill quick, it took himthree tries to cut what

he thought was the carotid artery. Three tries, and blood all over his trousers, the snow, and his
gl oves. Even so, the deer took forever to die, or so it seened to Nylan, as he stood there in the
m dday glare and the red-stai ned snow. The sense of the aninmal's pain was great enough that, had
he eaten recently, he wouldn't have been able to keep that food in his guts. Even though they
needed the neat, his eyes burned.

Nyl an worked out the one good arrow shaft, cleaned it on the snow, and put it in his quiver
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Then he dug out the rope and the sheet of heavy plastic. Anwkward as it was working on skis, he
left themon, afraid that he'd never get them back on if he took them off.

The poor dammed deer was heavy, and the plastic sheeting was snmaller than the carcass, which
had a tendency to skid sideways as Nylan pulled it. The snow had gotten even danper under the
bright sun, and nost of the way back was uphill. Nylan's left |eg stabbed with each novenent of
t he skis.

The rope cut into his shoulders, despite the heavy jacket, and sweat ran into his eyes. It felt
like he had to stop and rest every hundred cubits, sonetines nore often

M d- af t ernoon cane, and went, before he cleared the forest and reached the bottom of the ridge.
There, Nyl an dragged everything onto the packed snow surface of the trail, took off his skis, and
tied themto the sheeting.

Wth another series of slow efforts, he started uphill.

Hal fway up, two figures skied down and joi ned him

" Ser ?"

Nyl an | ooked up bl ankly, then shook his head as he recogni zed Cessya and Hul dran

"Frigging big animal, ser," observed Huldran with a grin.

"Heavy aninal." Nylan nodded tiredly. "I could use sone help." That was an understat enent.
"W can manage that." Huldran studied the red deer. "Lot of neat here."
"I hope so. | hope so."

As the two marines unfastened their skis, Nylan just sat in the snow beside the trail

"You all right, ser?"

"I"'ma |ot better since you arrived." Nylan staggered up as they started to pull his kil
uphill once nore. The nmuscles in his left leg still knotted with every step, but the pain was |ess
without the strain of pulling the makeshift sled and deer

Saryn was waiting, tripod ready, by the tine the three reached the causeway.

Nyl an set his skis against the tower wall and sat on the causeway wall, too tired to nove for a
time. The sun had just dropped behind the western peaks, and a chill freeze rose.

"Ser," ventured Huldran, "would you mind if | took your skis and pol es down?"

"I definitely wouldn't mind. 1'd appreciate that very nuch."

"Don't stay out too long, ser," added Cessya, picking up his poles.

"I won't." The coldness of the wind felt good agai nst Nylan's face, and he just sat there,
staring into space.

Saryn | ooked up fromthe deer carcass, then at Nylan. "Good animal, but you sure nmade a mess."

"I"'ma poor killer and a worse butcher,” Nylan said, his voice rasping. "I wasn't planning on
getting anything this big. | hope |I didn't spoil anything by taking so long."

"I't's cold enough that it isn't a problem" Saryn grinned. "Gerlich came back earlier. He said
there wasn't anything within kays."

"There isn't. | went down that section you call the forest wedge."

"And you carted this back that far? That's a long clinmb.”

"Hul dran and Cessya hel ped ne back up the ridge."

Kyseen hurried out the tower door, |ooked at the deer, then at Nyl an

"Mt her of darkness! What am | going to do with that?"

"Cook it," snapped Saryn. "The engineer didn't cart it back to waste."

"Tonight.. . the meal's done."

"I"msure you can find sonething to do with this tonorrow, Kyseen," Nylan said. "And they'l
eat anything you cook."

"They're al ready conpl ai ni ng about the chicken soup, and it's not even on the tables. Wy
didn't | wait for the big deer the engi neer brought-that's what Cessya asked."

"Tell her it's worth waiting until tonorrow. " Nylan grinned, and slid off the wall, trying not
to wince as his leg hit the stones of the causeway. "You nmind if | |eave you, Saryn?"

"No. You did the hard work. This is sinple drudgery." Saryn's skinning knife flashed again.

Nylan |inped into the tower, and | ooked down at his danp and bl oody cl othes. Should he go
straight to the laundry, or up to find sonething, like his sole renmaining shipsuit, that was dry?

"You | ook even worse than manure."” Ayrlyn wal ked toward himfromthe stairs |eading up fromthe
lower level. "You're linping. Is any of that blood yours?"

"I fell chasing the deer. | don't think any of it's mne."

"Let me see." Her fingers lifted the trouser bottons and touched his upper calves. "It feels
like you ripped the muscles. You shouldn't be skiing or hunting for a while."

Nyl an could feel a faint touch of warnth radiating fromher fingers, and a | essening of the
cranpi ng. The pain subsided, slightly, froman acute stabbing into a duller, but heavy aching.

Ayrlyn straightened. "I hope it was a big deer."
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"It's a huge deer," interjected Hul dran as she passed, adding, "I'll get the stove in the
bat hhouse warned up. You |l ook like you need it, and there's a little wood we can spare.”

"I"'mall right,"” Nylan protested, feeling as though he were being hunored.

"Enjoy it," Ayrlyn |laughed. "People are glad to see another solid neal. And you do | ook |ike
you need sone cleaning up. I'mgoing to help Saryn. From what everyone's said, she needs it, or
she'll be out there all night."

Nyl an flushed. "It's not that big."

The heal er grinned before she turned.

Nyl an | ooked at the stairs up to the top level. The bat hhouse woul dn't have warmed that nuch
yet. He suppressed a groan before he started up the stone steps.

LXI X

IN THE WARM | ower | evel of the tower, Nylan worked only in a light tattered shirt and trousers,
occasionally even wi ping sweat fromhis forehead, as he snpothed and evened the cradie's
sideboards. At times, he had to stop and nmssage, gently, the aching left calf that still had a
tendency to cranp if he stood on it too |ong w thout noving.

A few cubits away, Istril used a single snmoothing blade to plane the sideboards of the cradle
that could, except for the carvings and designs, have been a nate to the cradl e before Nyl an

The engi neer glanced at Istril's headboard-which bore a crossed hammer and bl ade surrounded by
a weath of pine boughs. He nodded at the detail of the pine branches.

"You like it, ser?" She | eaned back against the cool wall stones and w ped her forehead.

"You did a nuch better job on the carving.than | did," he adnmtted. "The pine weath is good."

"Thank you. | worked hard on it." She grinned, although the grin was w ped away as she stopped
and nassaged her abdonen. "They say the last part is the hardest."

"OfF woodwor ki ng?"

"Of bearing a child. | suppose that goes for anything."

Nyl an nodded, |owering hinself onto his knees to take the weight off his |leg, but the stone was
hard, and he'd have to switch position before |ong.

"Jaseen said you and the heal er saved Siret and Kyal ynn."

"We did what we could. It happened to be enough.”

"If... | need you ... would you?"

Nyl an nodded. "If you need us, we'll be there."
"Thank you."

He paused. "Istril, could you feel what we did?"

The silver-haired marine blushed slightly. "Alittle, ser.

"Good. You might try to explore that talent. It could conme in useful."

Istril paled. "Ah ... excuse me, ser." She turned.

"Are you all right?"

"I"'mfine. Fine as | can be with sonmeone punching ny bladder." The fornmerly slimguard hal f
wal ked, half waddl ed up the tower stairs, even though, except for the distended abdonmen, she
carried no extra weight.

Nyl an coul dn't imagi ne carrying and bearing a child. Having to experience the pain and
di sconfort secondhand was bad enough. Maybe Ryba was right. Maybe things would be better if wonen
ran them Then, again, maybe they'd just get used to abusing power, too. The soreness in his knees
fromkneeling on the hard rock got to him and the engineer switched to a sitting position beside
the cradl e.

He picked up the fine-grained file and studied it, glancing at the assenbled cradle in front of
him After |ooking at the wood, he set the file aside and picked his knife back up

Wth long strokes that were as gentle as he could nake them he worked on rounding the left
si deboard just a touch nore, trying to make the sides match as closely as he could. The relief
around the rocky hillside on the headboard needed to be deeper, too, although he sonetines felt as
though attenpts at art were alnpst a waste in a comunity struggling to survive.

He | ooked up at the sound of boots.

Relyn stood there, studying the cradle. After a noment, the red-haired man asked, "Wre you
ever a crafter, Ser Mage?"

"No, | can't say that I was." Nylan blotted his forehead with the back of his hand, then
shifted his weight on the hard stone fl oor

"Then the forces of order have gifted you." Relyn squatted next to the cradle, his fingers not
quite touching the carving of the single tree rising out of the rocky hillside.
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"I't's not as good as Istril's," Nylan said, nodding toward the nonentarily abandoned work.

"She is also one of the gifted silver-heads." Relyn eased into a sitting position with his back
agai nst the wall.

"Are there many in Lornth with silver hair?"

"None, except the very old, and their hair is a white silver, not the silvered silver of the
angel s." Relyn tapped the blunt hook that had replaced his right hand agai nst the cut stone of the
wall in a series of nervous novenents, alnobst a replacement gesture for tapping fingers or
shappi ng t hem

"You | ook upset," the engineer observed, |owering his voice, although only Ri enadre and Denall e
remai ned on the woodworking side of the |lower |evel, and they were | aboring together on a chair of
sonme sort across the room in the area closest to the kitchen space.

Rel yn glanced at the other two guards. "It grows warner. Wiat am| to do? | amnot welcone in
Lornth. | would have to fight to prove I was no coward."

"I saw you practicing the other day. The bl ade | ooks confortable in your hand."

"I hope to | earn enough to defend nyself with the bad hand."

Nyl an frowned. "Maybe . . . naybe, we could figure out a clanp or sonething so that you could
fix a knife to the hook. Don't sonme fight with a blade and a knife?"
"That... | have not heard of."

"I't's been done," Nylan affirned.

"Since you say it, Mage, that must be so."

"Wul dn't that hel p? Enenies wouldn't think you were defensel ess on your right."

"Agai n, you prove you are dangerous."” Relyn frowned. "Could you rmake such a device?"

"I"ll see what | can do. Let ne see your knife, though."

Rel yn eased the knife out and passed it hilt-first to the engi neer

Nyl an | ooked at it for a time before speaking. "I think I can, maybe bend sonme rod | ocks so
they'Il hold the hilt." He handed back the knife. "I take it you'd rather not stay in Wstw nd."

"I amno mage. Nor am|l a mghty and powerful warrior like the hunter. Nor did | handle a
bl ade, even with two hands, as well as the best of these guards. Even those bearing a child work
and i nprove their skills-and with those devil blades you forged?" Relyn shook his head. "Al so, |
do not trust the marshal. She sniles, but she sniled when she took off nmy hand."

"Way are you telling nme?"

"I must talk to soneone, and | distrust you the | east, because you would build rather than
destroy."

"Thanks," answered Nylan dryly. "I suppose | deserve that."

Rel yn shrugged apol ogetically.

"Do you think the marshal will have you killed in your sleep or sonething?" Nylan asked,
wi shing he had not even as he spoke.

"It is possible. It is possible that lightning nmight strike ne as well. | do not fear either
now. "
"Ah ... but you think your wel come m ght wear thin?"

"There is not that much food, is there?"

"I did bring in that deer, and that neans nore gane m ght be noving higher into the nountains.
"That will be true for a time, but only for a tine."

"Where could you go?"

"Sout h, north, east-anywhere but west." Relyn grinned briefly. "I do not have to decide that
until the snows nelt, perhaps later."” He paused. "If | should need to depart sooner?"
"I"1l let you know if | know' Nylan |laughed softly. "Sonetines, |'manong the |last to discover

t hi ngs. "

"It is often that way when one deals with wonen."

"Even in Lornth?"

"Even in Lornth, even as a holder's son," Relyn affirmed, as he stood, using the hook to catch
the edge of a stone wall block and to hel p bal ance him "Thank you, Ser Mage." He offered Nylan a
head bow before turning andxheadi ng for the steps.

Nyl an | ooked down at the cradle. A daughter coning? That was hard to believe as well.

LXX

NYLAN TOOK ONE end of the saw and | ooked across the half-cubit-thick fir trunk to Hul dran.
"Ready?" Another trunk |lay beside the path, ready for their efforts when they finished cutting and
splitting the first.
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"Ready as you are, ser." The broad-shoul dered marine grinned.

"I hope,"” Nylan grunted as he pulled the blade handle toward him "you're a lot nore ready than
that."

"Do we really need this wood now?" asked Hul dran

"We could get nore storns. Even if we don't, do you think it will go to waste? After this
wi nter? Besides, we can't plant now. W're just about out of wood planking for new fixtures, and
there's only so nmuch equi prent for people to hunt. Also, we'll need wood for the kitchen stove
and," Nyl an | aughed, "to defrost the bathhouse."

"You used it nore than | did," pointed out Huldran

"We probably used it nore than about half the guards did together."

"If we get nore guards, they'll have to use it. You know what standing next to Denalle is
like?"

"Do | want to find out?"

Hul dran shook her head over the notion of the saw

"I was afraid you' d say that."

As they sawed, Gerlich opened the tower door, and he and Narliat wal ked out across the causeway
and | eaned their skis against the |low wall near the end of the causeway. Gerlich carried his great
bow, the second one, since the first had broken, and both bore packs.

"Off hunting?" asked Nylan, without stopping his efforts with the saw

"W'll see what we can find," Gerlich answered. "Now that it's warmer, and Narliat's learned to
ski better, he can help nme pack back whatever we get." The hunter grinned. "There night even be
anot her one of those big red deer." The grin faded. "Sonetines, Engineer, sonetinmes . .."

"I"'mjust an engineer," Nylan admtted.

"He is also a nage," added Narli at.

"I know that," said Gerlich. "He's the one who doesn't." The tall man hoisted his skis. "W
need to be off."

The two carried their skis up the trail toward the top of the ridge.

"That's a case of white denon | eading the white denon," puffed out Hul dran

"He brings back food."

"Sonetines . . . and he's not shy about letting the whole tower know "

When Nyl an and Hul dran finished the first cut, a piece of trunk a little over a cubit in length
lay on the stones of the causeway.

"Do we split or keep saw ng?" asked Hul dran

"Saw anot her," suggested Nyl an

"This is a lot of sawing for a trunk that's not all that thick."

"It's as thick as a single horse can drag. Anything bigger, we'd have to saw where it was
felled, and | don't want to struggle with a saw in chest-deep snow." Nylan paused, and Hul dran
st agger ed.

"Tell me when you're going to stop,"” she said.

"Sorry." Nylan tried to catch his breath, grateful that the air was no | onger cold enough to
bite into his lungs.

"Ready?" asked Huldran after several nonents. "Let's forget about splitting until we get this
thing cut."

They resumed sawi ng, even as Fierral marched out with nearly a squad of guards. Al of them
went up to the stable, and brought back three mounts, on which were strapped the other crosscut
saw, and two of the four axes.

"More wood?" asked Nyl an, pausing with the saw, then adding, too late, to Huldran, "I'm
st oppi ng. "

Hul dran stunbl ed back several steps, and barely kept fromtoppling into the deeper snow only by
grabbi ng onto R enadre.

"I"'msorry, Huldran."

"Ser . . . please?"

Fi erral shook her head. "There's not nuch else we can do right now So we'll cut and trim as
much as we can. W'll leave the smaller linbs in cut lengths for later in the year when we can
bring themback with the cart, and we'll drag back the trunks. Saryn thinks we should set aside
nore and nmore to start seasoning so that we'll have a supply for naking pl anks."

"She's probably right."

After Fierral and the squad trudged up the trail to the ridge, both Nylan and Hul dran took a
break, for sone water and ot her necessities, before they resuned. As they sawed, Ayrlyn and Saryn
came and trudged up to the stables to feed livestock, along with Istril, who was worried about the
nount s.
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Wien the three returned, Nylan and Hul dran had only finished five nore sections.

"You two are slow, " jibed Saryn.

Nyl an t ook his hands off the saw and Hul dran staggered again, alnobst toppling into the snow and
gestured. "You want to take this end?"

"Ah ... no, thank you, Nylan. |I'mworking on finishing those dividers for the fourth |evel."

"I thought we were out of wood for that sort of thing," said Huldran, |eaning on the now
i mobi | e saw.

"They were rough-cut eight-days ago. The finish work is what takes the tine," answered Saryn.

"What about you, Ayrlyn?" asked Nylan. "Room dividers?"

"Healing. I"'mworried about this rash little Dephnay's got. It keeps com ng back. And Ellysia's
havi ng troubl e nursing, and there aren't any mlk substitutes here."

"W need a few goats or cows, you think?" asked the engi neer

"W need everything." Ayrlyn shook her head as she left with the others.

"Ser, if you stop to talk to everyone, this trunk's still going to be here by the tine we plant
crops."” Huldran cleared her throat. "And | did ask if you'd let me know when you stop saw ng.

Twi ce. "

"Sorry." Nylan | ooked down at the slush underfoot and used his boot to sweep it away from where
he stood. "All right?"

Before the next interruption, they managed al nost a dozen nore cuts, |eaving themw th nost of
the first trunk cut into lengths to be split. Despite the gloves, Nylan could feel blisters
form ng on his hands, and the soreness growing in his arns and shoul ders.

They were hal fway through yet another cut, one that would leave only a few nore cuts to finish
the second trunk, when the horses reappeared on the ridge, dragging nore fir trunks-two each-down
the not-quite-slushy packed snow of the trail toward the tower.

Fierral and her squad were |aughing by the time they reached the causeway and stacked the six
trunks up.

"You two are so slow. "

"Do you want to do this?" asked Hul dran, without slow ng her saw ng.

Wth grins, Denalle and R enadre shook their heads.

"We'll just bring in the trunks, thank you," added Fierral. "Has Kadran rung the triangle yet?"

"No." But as Nyl an spoke, Kadran cane out and rang the triangle for the midday neal.

"Cood timing," added Selitra.

Hul dran |l et go of the saw, and Nyl an stunbled forward and ramed the saw handle into his gut,
so hard that he exhaled with a grunt.

"So sorry, ser." She grinned.

"Al right," Nylan munbled. "Next time I'll renenber."

"What was all that about?" asked Kadran

"Not hi ng," answered Nylan. "What are you serving?"

"Veni son, your |eftover venison, spiced with pine tips, a few not quite noldy potatoes, and a
handful of softened pine nuts. The bread is nore bitter than ever, but the healer says it's
edible."

"It's better than starving."

"Not rnuch," commented Berlis, as she followed Denalle and Rienadre into the tower.

Fierral, Selitra, and Windre did not go inside, but led the horses back up to the stables.

"More wood will help," said the cook. "When will you have sone split?"

"M d-afternoon,” Nyl an guessed.

"I"ll send Hryessa and Murkassa out for it. They can take that kind of cold." Kadran paused.
"I't's not really that cold anynore, but they think it is. Flatlanders!" She snorted.

"You can tell she's fromthe Purgatory Muntains," said Hul dran as Kadran left. "Let's finish
the last cut before we eat. Fierral and the others will take that long to get the horses settled
anyway. Then we can try splitting what we've sawed when we get back."

Nyl an took up his end of the saw once nore.

After the midday neal, Nylan picked up one of the axes and | ooked at the sections of trunk. "I
don't know. "

He lifted the axe and brought it down. The axe head buried itself in the wood, which creaked,
but did not split. He lifted the axe, and the wood canme with it. So he brought wood and axe down
on the frozen ground together. It took himtwo nore attenpts before the circul ar chunk of wood
split into two unequal sections.

"I think sawning is easier." Nylan panted as he half | eaned on the axe handle.

"Let nme try."

"Be nmy guest.'

Nyl an handed t he axe to Hul dran.
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Her first attenpt also stuck in the larger log section, but the second effort split that
section in tw. "Only took me two." The blond guard smiled at Nylan. "Splitting' s easier."

"You were working on a smaller section. Try one of the big ones."

Hul dran shrugged and lifted the axe again. It took her two attenpts to split the | og chunk
"I't's tough. Maybe we don't have the technique."

"Green wood is harder, | think."

They alternated efforts, slowy inproving, until they had reduced the sawed sections into
chunks of stove and furnace wood. The guards who passed the wood-splitting avoi ded comrenti ng
after a quick look at Nylan's face.

About m d-afternoon, as pronmi sed by Kadran, Hryessa and Miurkassa peered out fromthe tower
door, sone tinme after Nylan and Hul dran had returned to sawi ng another green fir trunk

"We've got plenty there for you," said the engi neer

Hryessa stepped out quickly, then stopped by the pile of split wood, |ooking at the open
jackets and the two sweating figures. Her breath forned a faint white cloud as she spoke. "It's
still cold here. It is not as bad as before, but..." She shrugged. "Yet you are hot."

"It's so cold up here that you'd think the | ow anders woul d | eave us al one, wouldn't you?"
asked Hul dran, not stopping her saw ng.

Nyl an just kept noving his end of the saw

Mur kassa, stooping to fill her arns with split wood, shook her head sadly. "They are nen."

"It is sad, in a way," added Hryessa, as she struggled back into the tower, |eaving Hul dran and
an to their saw ng.

"I"'mnot sure it's sad being a man," Nylan puffed as he kept the blade noving.

"It is if you're as hidebound as the locals are."

"The wonen have it much worse."

"For now," pointed out Hul dran.

"Point taken," Nylan said. "Let's take a break." As he slowed the saw, he glanced to the west
where the sun hung just above the Westhorns.

The tower door opened, and Miurkassa and Hryessa trooped out again, this tine acconpani ed by
Jaseen and Kadran

"They said you had a | ot of wood here," expl ai ned Jaseen, glancing over the pile. "You two nmake
a good team"

"True," said Huldran. "I don't like taking breaks, and he won't quit until the job's done."

"I need sonething to drink," Nylan told Hul dran. She nodded, and he wal ked into the tower and
then out through the north door and through the archway, where nost of the ice had slowy nelted,
| eaving the split stone floor perpetually danp. He nade his way to the laundry area where both
tubs, full of clothes and chill water, stood with no one nearby. Nylan held out a hand toward the
stove. It was warm

He shrugged. Wth little soap, soaking hel ped. He wondered if sone of the recently cut and
split wood had found its way into the bat hhouse warnm ng stove. Wiy not, now?

The water was beginning to flow nore regularly, and Nylan drank fromthe laundry tap, trying
not to spill too nmuch on the floor, then used the jakes. As he wal ked back, he passed Siret,
carrying Kyalynn, as he started through the north tower door

"You have the laundry detail ?" he asked.

"Yes, ser. It's better that way now that 1'mso far along. |I still do ny blade practice and
exerci ses, though.”

Nyl an shook his head. "Don't worry about it. Letting the water warmto roomtenperature
probably hel ps get things cleaner, too."

"I hadn't planned it that way . "

"Don't tell anyone." Wth a grin, Nylan held the door, then closed it after them

"You took | ong enough,"” said Hul dran

"Some things take a little tine." He took up his end of the saw, |ooking at the third or so of
the trunk that renmained to be cut.

Before they finished cutting two nore |lengths, the kitchen crew had carted off all the split
wood, and Nyl an had asked Jaseen to carry one arnful out to the bathhouse stove.

"You might get cleaner clothes that way . .. also warnmer wash water," he told the nmedtech
Except she's nore Iike a healer now No nedtechs on the Roof of the Wrld, he thought.

"Sounds like a good idea." Jaseen wi nked at him

Nyl an i gnored the wi nk, wondering why she had offered the gesture, and kept sawi ng. After they
finished sawing their fifth trunk, with the sun starting to drop behind the western peaks, they
began splitting.

Wiheeeee . . . eeeee

Ny
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At the sound of horses, Nylan glanced uphill. Fierral led the three horses over the ridge, each
draggi ng two mi d-sized trunks.

Hul dran and Nyl an | ooked at each other, then at the three trunks piled by the trail road.

"We're never going to gel caught up."

"Just think of it this way. W're working on next winter. So we can burn wood all w nter |ong
and be warm" said Nylan. "And have warm showers and water that's only cold, not liquid ice."

"I't does sound better when you put it that way." Huldran picked up the axe again and split a
hal f-trunk section into quarters, then the larger quarter in half, before handing the axe back to
Nyl an

"You're going to be stiff, Engineer,’'
trunks beside the trail path.

"Since you're done for the day," grunted Nylan, splitting another section, "let Huldran have
the other axe so we can finish this. Then, your people can take down the split wood when they go
in"

Fierral unstrapped the axe, and Huldran took it.

Denal |l e, wi nding up one of the hauling ropes, groaned.

"You want to do what the engineer's doing?" asked Fierral

"Been doing it all day ..." munbled R enadre

"You got breaks. There were six of us." Fierral raised her voice. "Denalle, Rienadre, and
Berlis-you don't have to clinb to the stable, but you get to cart in wod. Selitra, Windre, and
will stable and rub down the horses.”

Several groans echoed around the causeway.

"You want to be warmyou cart wood."

Fierral, Selitra, and Windre started up the shadowed snow trail to the stables with the
horses. The other three guards carried sets of skis into the tower, then straggl ed back across the
causeway to stack wood in their arns.

Hul dran hel d her axe for a nmoment and | ooked at Nyl an. They both grinned. Then, Nylan set down
hi s axe and massaged his right shoulder with his gloved | eft hand.

"I"'malready sore, and there's two days' work stacked behind us."

"W want to be warm next winter. Soneone told ne that," returned the stocky bl ond guard.

Nyl an | ooked at the four cut, but unsplit, trunk sections. "There aren't too many |left here."

"Here comes Cerlich," said Huldran, "but | don't see Narliat."

"Maybe he's followi ng the great hunter."

"Maybe . . . except he always likes to get to the food first." Huldran brought the axe down
agai n.

Nyl an fol |l owed her exanple, and by the tine Gerlich dragged his bundle up to the causeway, they
were cleaning the axes. Rienadre was stacking another arnful of wood, but the other guards had not
returned for their third | oad.

"Where's Narliat?" asked Hul dran.

"CGone," answered Gerlich. "I was trying to pack this boar-thing up the slope, and when |
stopped, he was gone." The hunter gestured to the dead boar. "This is heavy. Maybe not quite as
heavy as a red deer, but there's a |lot of nmeat there."

Agai n, Nylan could sense the wongness about Gerlich's words, and he instinctively |ooked for
Ayrlyn, but the heal er was nowhere around, not that she had any reason to be out in the twlight
and col d.

"It does look like a lot,"” Nylan tenporized.

"Sneaky little bastard, anyway," said Rienadre as she staggered away under a | oad of wood.

"He was born here, not on Heaven," said Gerlich, setting his skis against the wall by the door
"I"'mgoing to get Saryn, to see if she can help ne butcher this."

As he went inside, Kadran cane out to ring the triangle. She | ooked toward the carcass. "The
hunter's back. What's that?"

"Gerlich brought back a boar," answered Hul dran. "Of course, he lost Narliat along the way."

"Why does this happen to us?" asked the cook. "We've got a thin soup and barely enough bread,
and he brings in a juicy boar, and everyone's going to conplain and ask why we've got soup." She
rang the triangle.

"We're coming!" called Fierral

Saryn and Ayrlyn followed Gerlich across the causeway, Saryn bearing the tripod and the hooks.
Gerlich hoisted the carcass into place after Saryn set the tripod into the packed snow of the
trail beyond the end of the causeway stones.

"We' || gut this and rough-cut it now," said Saryn, "and stack the sections in the archway by
the north door. That's plenty cold. Then Kyseen and Kadran can figure out what to cook and when

| aughed Fierral as the |ogging crew stacked six nore | ong
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| ater tonight or in the nmorning."

"Fine," said Gerlich. "Fine."

"Anot her good neal ," offered Windre as she, Selitra, and Fierral passed the tripod.

"Not tonight," said Ayrlyn. "Tonorrow. "

Selitra nodded to Gerlich, but the hunter did not return the gesture.

"Let's take sonme wood." Fierral |ooked at the renmaining split sections.

"Trust Denalle to | eave sone," muttered Weindre, bending to scoop | engths into her arns.

"There's not that nuch left," said Fierral

"I"l'l take a load, too," said Nylan. "That should do it."

“I''I'l rack the axes," offered Hul dran

"Thanks." Nylan foll owed the guards down to the |ower level and into the far kitchen corner
and the nmakeshift wood bins there.

"Seel" snapped Kyseen, stirring a kettle. "Even the engi neer carts wood."

Nyl an nodded after dunping his arm oad and trudged to the bat hhouse to wash up. The wash tubs
were enpty, and tilted to dry. He supposed the clothes were hanging on lines around the tower, on
one side of the fifth level, usually.

Fierral stood in one shower stall, using the tap to rinse her face and hands. |n another was
Selitra, stripped to the waist. Nylan passed and qui ckly | ooked away.

He used the tap valve in the laundry area to wash his hands and face, blotting the chill water
fromhis face with his hands, and shaking the water off his hands in turn

"Still better than trying to find the stream” Fierral |aughed as she joined himin wal king
back to the great room

"That's true. | hope we can get enough wood to keep the place warner next winter."

"That woul d be nice."

Nyl an slipped into his spot on the bench before Ryba or Gerlich had arrived. For a nonent, he
just sat, his head in his hands, realizing just howtired he was, and how sore he was going to be-
and there were days nore of wood sawing and splitting to cone! Maybe it would inprove his nuscul ar
condition, but would he survive it?

Ayrlyn sat down across fromhim Neither spoke for a time, until Nylan finally lifted his head.

"Hard day?" Ayrlyn asked.

"Yes. | wasn't built to be a |unberjack."

"Thin soup, again," said Ayrlyn. "They won't like it."

Kadran's and Ayrlyn's prediction seened fulfilled. As the seats filled, Nylan |istened.

" thin soup, and there's a big pig carcass in the back archway..."
al ways hold out a good neal for tonorrow when we get crap today .

"Way do the hunters always bring the good stuff in |ate?"

Hol di ng Dephnay in a half pack, Ellysia sat at the second table, beside Siret and Kyal ynn
Siret cradled Kyalynn in her arms. Dephnay kept squirmng until Ellysia put the child up to her
shoul der and patted her back

Istril sat down heavily across from Siret and besi de Hryessa, and then Ryba wal ked past the two

not hers and eased herself into her chair. "I see Gerlich isn't here."”
"Not yet."
"He's washi ng," added Ayrlyn.
Ryba waited until Gerlich sat down. "I understand that Narliat left," she said evenly.
Gerlich turned to face the marshal. "I was pulling the carcass up the hill. \Wen | |ooked back

he was gone."
"Just like that?"
"That boar was heavy, and | didn't have enough rope for both of us."
"Did Narliat say anything before he left?" Ryba nodded to Ayrlyn.
"No. He tal ked about how he'd never be an armsnan again, but he's said that a nunmber of tines."
Gerlich took a short swallow of tea from his mug.
Agai n, Nylan could sense the whiteness, the partial wongness surrounding the hunter's answers.
Kyseen set one of the heavy caldrons on the table, then used the ladle to fill Ryba's
bow /trencher. Kadran followed with the baskets of bread.
"Did he say anything el se?" Ryba asked.
"Not hi ng speci al ."
"Where do you think he went?"
"I don't know. He was headed west, | think, but he could have doubl ed back or turned north or
sout h. "
"He won't go south, not far," said Ayrlyn. "Straight south is just nore nountains. Southwest
| eads to the local equivalent of the hottest denons' hell. It's a place called the Gass Hills,
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except there's not much grass, they say."

"West or north, then," observed Ryba with a nod. "And that neans the locals will know nore
about us. Well... they would sooner or later." She paused, then added, "I'mglad you were able to
bring back that boar."

"My pl easure, Ryba. My pleasure."

Nyl an and Ayrlyn exchanged gl ances, and Ryba shook her head.

Gerlich frowned

"We' || have solid neals tonorrow," Ryba added. "M ght | have some bread?"

Nyl an passed her the basket. The soup was nore tasty than nmany previous efforts, and hot, for
whi ch he was grateful. The bread was bitter, but the bitterness didn't bother him H's shoul ders
were tight and ached, and while the tea helped, it didn't help enough.

Later, after a meal of small talk and specul ati on about how soon the snow would really nelt,
Nyl an dragged hinmself up to the top |evel, follow ng Ryba.

He sat on the end of the couch. "Gerlich isn't telling everything."

"He's lying," Ryba said tiredly, shifting her weight on the couch. "I didn't need you and
Ayrlyn to tell nme that. He's lied fromthe begi nning."

"Are you going to | et himkeep doing this? You killed Man."

"Cerlich hasn't openly defied nme, or you, or anyone. W know he's |ying, but know ng and

proving it aren't the same thing." Ryba eased her legs into another position. "I hate this. Now ny
legs get swollen all the tine. I'malready regarded as a tyrant by sone, and | can't throw hi mout
or kill himuntil he gives sone obvious reason. He won't, though, because he can't stand the hot

weat her bel ow, and that nakes it even worse. He wants to be narshal, and he's plotting to replace
me. "

"How? No one likes him except maybe Selitra.”

"Who said anything about Iiking hin? He's using Narliat, |I'msure, although | can't see it
clearly, to try to find sone |ocal backing."

"Local backing?"

Ryba | aughed harshly. "Gerlich is a man. He can nake the argunent that the locals can't take

Westwi nd, but they can ensure that one of their kind-a good old boy-runs it. He'll try to join the
| ocal gentry, or whatever passes for it ... and, if we're not careful, he could."

"What about your ... visions?"

"They show Westwi nd surviving. But it could survive under CGerlich's descendants as well." Ryba
took a deep breath and shifted position again. "I hate this."

Nyl an frowned. Like Gerlich, Ryba wasn't telling the whole story. Then again, were any of them
telling the whole story? He |icked his I|ips.

"We need sone rest." Ryba | eaned over and bl ew out the small candle, then stripped off her
| eat hers and eased into her tentlike nightgown.

Nyl an undressed in the dark

LXXI

NYLAN SET THE cradl e-pal e wood glistening in the indirect light that filtered through the single
armagl ass wi ndow of the tower's top | evel-where Ryba would see it.

Then he drew into the di mess behind the stones of the chimey and central pedestal and waited,
sensing her clinbing the steps. In tine, the sound of her steps, slower slightly with each passing
day and heavy with the weight of the child she carried, announced her arrival

Nyl an wat ched as she bent down, as her fingers touched the wood, stroked the curved edges of
the side panels, as her eyes focused on the single tree rising out of the rocky |andscape in the
center of the headboard.

"Do you like it?" He stepped out fromthe corner. Wiile the cradle was no surprise to her, he
had tried to keep the details fromher as he had finished the carving and snoothing-all the
| aborious finish work.

Ryba strai ghtened, her face solemm. "Yes. | like it. So will she, when she is older, and so
will her children."

"Anot her vision?" he asked, trying to keep his voice |ight.

"You nmake everything well, Nylan, fromtowers to cradles." Ryba sank onto the end of the bed.

"I didn't do so well with the bathhouse."

"Even that will be fine. W just didn't have enough wood this winter to keep it as warm as we
needed. "

"The water lines needed to be covered nore deeply." H's eyes went to the cradl e again.
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So did Ryba's. "It is beautiful. Wat do you want ne to say?"

"I don't know." Nylan didn't know, only that, again, something was m ssing. "I don't know. "
Part 11l - THE SPRI NG OF WESTW ND
LXXI |

IN THE COLD starlight, the short man struggl es through the knee-deep snow, snow that is heavy and
danp, that clings to everything but his l|eathers. The snow glistens with a whiteness that provides
enough light for himto continue. His boots crunch through the icy crust covering the road that
will not be used by others for at |east another handful of eight-days.

The soft sound of wings nmixes with the |ight breeze that sifts through the |linbs of the pines
and firs, and a dark shadow crosses the sky, then dives into a distant clearing.

The travel er shivers, but his feet keep nmoving, nechanically, as if he is afraid to stop

Cccasional ly, he gl ances back over his shoul der, as though he flees from someone, but his
tracks remain the only ones on the slownelting snow. On his back he carries a pack, nearly enpty.

As he lifts one foot and then the other, his nmttened fingers touch the outline of the
cylindrical object in the pouch that swings around his neck under jacket, tunic, and shirt. He
tries not to shiver as he thinks of the object, instead continuing to concentrate on reaching the
war mer | ands beyond the Westhorns, the |ower [ands where the heights do not freeze a man into
solid ice.

He puts one foot in front of the other

LXXI 1|

NYLAN GLANCED FROM t he bed to the hal f-open tower w ndow. Qutside, the sun shone across the
snowfields, and rivulets formed pathways on the snow, draining off the grainy white surface and
into the now sl ushy roads and pathways. In a few scattered places, the brow of earth, the dark
gray of rock, or the bleached tan of dead grass peered through the di sappearing snow cover.
Despite the carpet of fir branches, nuch of the road fromthe tower up to the stables was nore
quagnire than path.

The east side of the tower was half ringed with neltwater that froze at night and cl eared by
day, so much that fromthe eastern approach to the causeway, the tower resenbled the noated castle
that Nyl an had rejected buil ding.

H s eyes flicked fromthe wi ndow back to Ryba, whose own eyes were glazed with concentration
and the effort of neasured breathing. On the other side of the | ander couch stood Ayrlyn, her
fingers resting lightly on Ryba's enlarged abdonmen. Beside her was Jaseen

"I"'mhot," panted the marshal

The joi ned couches had been noved toward the wi ndow because the ice and snow nelting off the
sl ate stone roof had revealed nmore than a few | eaks that dripped down into the top |evel of the
t ower.

Nyl an used the clean but tattered cloth to blot the danpness off Ryba's face, then put his hand
on her forehead.

"That feels good."

"Good, " affirnmed Nyl an.

"Just a gentle push ... gentle . "

"Hurts ... tight. .." the marshal responded. "Dyliess?"
"She's doing fine, Ryba," said Ayrlyn

“"I''m... not..." Ryba shivered. "Cold now. "

After he drew the bl ankets around her shoul ders, Nylan blotted Ryba's danp forehead again.
"Easy," he said. "You're doing fine, too."

"Basy ... for you ... to say."

"I know." Nylan kept his tone light, although, with his perceptions, he could sense that Ryba's
| abor was going well, if any labor, and the effort and pain involved, could be said to be going
wel | .

"Push ... alittle harder."

"Am pushing ..."

"Stop..."

". . . tell me to push, then not push . . . make up your mnd.. ."
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Nyl an hel d back an inadvertent grin at Ryba's asperity.

"We're trying to do this with as little stress on you and Dyliess as possible.”
" little stress?"

Jaseen nodded, but said nothing.

Nyl an patted away the sweat on Ryba's forehead, then squeezed her armgently.
"Push!" dermanded Ayrlyn

The marshal pushed, turning red.

"You have to breathe, too," rem nded Ayrlyn after the push

"Hot..." gasped Ryba.

Nyl an eased the bl ankets away from her shoul ders.

"Al'l right... get ready .. ," said Ayrlyn.

Through it all, Nylan stood by, occasionally touching Ryba, infusing a sense of order, though
that order was not essential. In the end, a small head crowned, and Jaseen eased the snall bl oody
figure into the light, and onto the Roof of the Wrld.

"In a bit, you'll need to push again," said Ayrlyn.

"I... know ... let nme see her," panted Ryba.

When the cord was tied and cut, Ayrlyn eased the snmall figure onto Ryba's chest. Dyliess seened
to |l ook around, then turned toward her nother's breast, her nouth opening and fastening in place

"You little piglet," nurnured Ryba.

"Li ke her nother," affirmed Nyl an. "She's concentrating on what's inmportant."”

Hi s senses extended over his daughter, taking in the hair that would be silver and the narrower
face that was also fromhis Svenni sh heritage. In sone ways, alnost, she felt |ike Kyal ynn
Siret's silver-haired daughter

Nyl an swal | owed, then | ooked away toward the w ndow, back out to the spring, and the nelting
snow, back out to the few green shoots that hurried through the patches of white.

Not now, he thought, not now, and he forced a smile, which turned into a real one as he watched
Dyl i ess, even though his chest was tight, and a sense of chaos swirled through his thoughts.

"They're both fine," Ayrlyn affirned.

Jaseen nodded.

Ryba's eyes closed, a half-snile on her face

LXXI V

"DON'T V\E KNOW where we're headi ng? O when?" Hissl wal ks to the barracks door. By | ooking out and
down the street, he can see the haze of |ight green-the grasslands that stretch all the way from
Clynya to the South Branch of the River Jeryna.

Koric shrugs. "Lord Sillek is not telling anyone. We know we will be noving against either Lord

Il dyrom or agai nst those angels on the Roof of the Wrld. One way or the other ... we have to be
ready. "

"He hasn't sai d?" asks the white w zard.

"No. Rimmur said he al nost took off his head for asking." Koric laughs. "I can't say as | blane

Lord Sillek. If people knew where or when, they'd be ready, and our arnsnmen would be killed. As it
is, everyone's waiting for himto nake a mistake, any mistake. Everyone tal ks. You know how hard

it is to keep things quiet. Ildyrom probably has spies in every tavern in Cynya, and a few other
pl aces as well, if you know as to what | nean."

"Yes, | know. " Hissl smles faintly.

"You seen any sign of the Jeranyi, yet, in your glass?" Koric asks.

"Not anywhere close to the grasslands, but the grass is short, and the way's still nuddy."

"Coul d they conme up the river? Don't you wi zards have trouble with running water?" Koric
fingers the hilt of the big blade on the bench before him

' "l can see what's on the water, not what's in it or under it. But they wouldn't swmall the
way upstreamfromBerlitos."” H ssl forces a chuckle.

"No, Wzard, | guess they wouldn't. But you be looking for them | wouldn't want any surpri ses.
Nei t her would Lord Sillek."
"I''I'l be looking," Hissl replies. "I'll certainly be | ooking"

LXXV

FROM THE CAUSEWAY, Ayrlyn and Nylan | ooked at the fields and the stretches of mud that had been
crude roads the previous fall and snowcovered trails through the winter. The fields and neadows
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were white and brown, still primarily white, although Iong green shoots poked through the white in
pl aces.
"Snow lilies." Ayrlyn pointed to a green stemrising fromthe snow.

"Some things will grow in the strangest conditions,"” mused Nylan. "They grow through the snow,
and we can't even walk up the hill without sinking knee-deep in nud. W're not noving nuch
anywhere for a while."

"The stables are even nore of a ness because all that packed snow turned into ice and then
melted all at once. Fierral's in a terrible nmbod. Then, |'m surprised she's not that way nore
often.”

"Why?" asked t he engi neer

"How woul d you |ike to be the chief armsnaster under Ryba? Fierral knows that nothing she does
will ever match Ryba. That neans she'll always be the chief flunky."

"Hadn't thought about that, but it nakes sense."

"Of course it does." Ayrlyn snorted.

"W won't be seeing any bandits or invaders for a while, 1'd bet."

"No traders, either," pointed out Ayrlyn.

"You could ride out, and it would be dry when you returned."

"If it didn't rain, but | couldn't bring much back without the cart, and how would | get it out
of here?"

"Hadn't thought about nud." Nylan turned his eyes downhill and to the east. Bel ow the | ower
outfalls, the cold rushing water, both fromthe runoff diverted from around the bat hhouse and
tower and fromthe drai nage system had cut an even deeper gouge through the | ow point of the
muddy swat he that had been a road, a depression that was fast beconming a snall gorge.

"I knew | should have built a culvert there," nuttered Nyl an.

"Exactly when did you have tine?" asked Ayrlyn.

"The road to the ridge needs to be paved." Nylan ignored her question, since the only free tine

he'd had, had been after the snow had fallen. "It's alnpst inpossible to | eave the tower anyway."
He gl anced toward the fir trunks stacked beyond the causeway, noting that the trunks on the bottom
of the pile were nmore than half sunk into the nud. "I suppose we can cut and split the rest of

t hat wood. "

"You al ways have to have sonething to do, don't you?"

"There's always nore to do than tinme to do it," he pointed out.

She nodded slowy. "Do you think that when you die someone will build a huge stone nenoria
that says, 'he acconplished the inpossible’? O '"he did nore than any three other people' ?"

"No one will build nme any nenorials, Ryba's prophecies notw thstanding." Nylan paused, and then
his voice turned sardonic. "Don't you know that's why | built the tower? It's the only nenoria
I'"lI'l ever have, and I'mthe only one who knows it-except you."

"You're inpossible, Engineer." Ayrlyn turned to him and her eyes were dark behind the brown.
"She sees the future, but you take the weight of that future.”

"l suppose so." Nylan shrugged. "But who else will? The guards, even Ryba, l[augh at ny
bui l di ng, ny obsession- I'msure that's what it's called. The predictably obsessed engineer." Hs
words turned bitter. "If this were a novel or a trideo thriller, the editors would cut out all the
parts about building. That's boring. You know, heroes are supposed to slay the eneny, but no one
has to worry about shelter or heat or coins or stables or whether the roads need to be paved or
whet her you need bridges or culverts to keep them from bei ng i npassi bl e. Bat hhouses are supposed
to build thenselves, didn't you know? Ryba orders sanitation, and it just happens. No natter that
the snow i s deep enough to sink a horse without a sign. No matter that nobst guards woul d rather
stink than use cold water. No nmatter that poor sanitation kills nore people in lowtech cultures
than battles. But building is boring. So is naking better weapons, | suppose. Using themis
respected and glorious and fires the inmagination. Frig ... every nythol ogical snmith has been the
butt of jokes, and |I'm beginning to understand why."

"You're angry, aren't you?"

"Me? The calm contained engi neer? Angry?" Nylan swallowed. "Never mind. | didn't nmean to upset
you. "

"You didn't upset ne, Nylan. And | do understand. Do you think that going out trading is any
different? We need all these goods to survive, but trading isn't glanorous |ike winning battles.
Do you know what it's like to have every man stare at your hair and run his eyes over you as if
you wore nothing? To know you can't |ift a bl ade because wormen are | ess than comodities, and
al nost anyt hing goes? And if you do use your blade, you won't be able to trade for what you need?"
Her voice softened and took on an ironic tone. "Besides, no one wants to trade wi th sonmeone who
kills sone idiot and then has to enpty her guts on her own boots." The redhead | aughed. "They
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don't do trideo dramas about people who trade for flour and chickens, either."

"No. They focus on the great heroes,"” Nylan said. "Like Ryba."

"Part of that's not easy, either,” Ayrlyn pointed out. "She does see things, you know."

"I know. "

"It must be terrible."

"I suppose so." Nylan didn't want to say nore, feeling as though he'd poured out nore than he'd
ever intended, and Ayrlyn wasn't even the one with whom he sl ept.

"I mean it. If she has a vision, or whatever it is, can she trust it? Does she dare to oppose
it? Wiat should she do to nmake it occur, if it's an outcone she wants? Wat are the options and
trade- of f s?"

"You still talk Iike a commofficer, sonmetinmes."

"I probably always will." A brief laugh followed. "Don't you see, though? Wat she has is a
terrible curse. It's much easier to be a healer, or a black mage. W do the best we can, and, if
we nmake m stakes, we aren't faced with the idea that we knew in advance and still failed."

"She doesn't see everything."

"That's worse. How can she tell what might be a wish, or what |eads to what she sees?" Ayrlyn
shi ver ed.

Nyl an noi stened his lips, and his eyes flicked toward the top of the tower. The wi nd rose, and
a fluffy white cloud covered the sun, and Nyl an shivered al so, but not because of the darkness or
the chill that swept across Tower Black and the causeway where they stood.

LXXVI

"YOUR SON, LORD Sillek." The midwife turns to Sillek, her face blank with the conceal ed expression
of one who felt Sillek had no rights to be in the room

Sillek glances fromthe small figure in the midwife's arms to Zel dyan's washed-out and sweat -
pl astered face, then back to the child and the fuzz upon his scalp that already bears a bl ond
tinge. He smiles broadly at both his son and his consort.

"Have you a nane?" asks the midwife

Sillek ignores the question and bends over the wide bed. His |lips brush Zel dyan's cheek. "I
| ove you." His fingers squeeze hers for a noment. "Thank you. He's heal thy and wonderful. You are,
too."

"May |?" asks the Lady of Lornth, her arms reaching for the infant as Sillek steps back

"You?" asks the m dw fe.

"He's ny son."

Sillek's eyes fasten on the midw fe until she |owers the boy into Zeldyan's armns.

Zel dyan eases the seeking nouth into place and snmiles faintly. "Hi s nane is Nesslek, after his
father and grandsire."

"Nesslek ..." mnmuses Sillek. "You had that thought out all along, didn't you?"

"OF course." Zeldyan's quick grin fades. "I still feel like a herd of sonething ran over ne.

"Wwuld you like a wet nurse now?" asks the midwife. "Lady Ellindyja..."

"No. Thank you. Not now. " Zeldyan's arns tighten ever so slightly around her son

Sillek watches both, a snile on his lips and in his eyes.

LXXVI |

TWO HUNDRED CUBI TS uphill from Tower Black, still well below the rocks that rose into the sides of
the stabl e canyon, Nylan | ooked at his forge site. Four corners narked with rocks, that was all
not that there was nuch he could do until the planting was conpl ete-food was the first priority.

Wth a forge, he m ght be able to nake a sinmple plow, if he could bend netal around a wooden
frame. He certainly wouldn't have the heat to forge netal |ander alloys-soften them perhaps, and
even that would be hard. He'd al so need charcoal, lots of it, and that nmeant work down in the
forest, after it dried out nore.

He turned toward the greenery below, the sprigs of grass sprouting even in the field area, and
the sprays of thin white lacy flowers that seemed to have sprung up everywhere.

Despite the chill that had himin his worn ship jacket, the engi neer took a deep breath of the
clean air, glad to be out of the tower. Then he started up to the stables. H's first job was to
fix the road, and he needed the crude cart to lug down rocks, piles of rocks. As he passed the
| ander, now used for fodder storage, he could hear Ayrlyn and the guards as the heal er organized
the planting detail.
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"Those are potatoes? Wiere did you get these?" denanded Denall e.

"We grew them The ones we saved are known as seed potatoes,"” said Ayrlyn, alnpst tiredly. "The
nunber of potatoes we saved for seed wouldn't have fed anyone for nore than an ei ght-day-and then
what would we have to plant for the next year?"

"We're hungry now. "

"Shut up, Denalle," added Ri enadre. "Someone's got to think ahead. You think there's a food
mar ket over the next hill? O a seed store?"

"Stuff it! I'mtired of your superiority. I"'mtired of you, and I'mtired of this whole planet.
I just want out. Qut! Do you hear ne?"

"I think the whol e Roof of the Wirld hears you," added Nylan before the heal er coul d speak
"The marshal will et you | eave anytine. The only question is whether you want to be beaten
raped, killed, or just be a paid slut once you reach a town." He shrugged. "Who knows? You mi ght
find some peasant nice enough to feed you, shelter you, and give you a dozen kids."

Denall e glared at the engineer. Nylan net her eyes evenly.

Then she | ooked down. "I hate this place."

"I don't think any of us would have chosen it," Nylan said quietly. "W just have to nmake the
best of it. You have any ideas to nmake it better, |let soneone know. W are listening." He started
toward the cart, then stopped and asked Ayrlyn, "You don't mind if | use the cart around here? I'm
going to cart stones."

" St ones?" asked Ayrlyn.

"I"'mgoing to build a stone culvert and crude bridge where the outfalls cut through the road.
Unless | fix that, it will just get worse. Then, as | can, |I'I|l be using stones to pave the road
fromthe causeway to the bridge, and then up the ridge. Soneday, we won't have to worry about the
mud, then."

"I thought you were going to work on a forge."

“I"1l probably do both. | can't use the forge until | nake charcoal. |I'd need help with the
logs, and that'll have to wait until after planting.”

"That's a |l ot of stones,” said Ayrlyn. "You can have the cart. It's not as though we coul dn't
conme and get it alnobst immediately."

Nyl an grinned and wal ked toward the stables.

"Use the gray," Ayrlyn called. "She's used to the cart."

By the time the engi neer had the gray harnessed and the cart ready, the planting detail had
left.

He had tucked his blade and scabbard in the narrow space beside the seat, so he could get it
qui ckl y-Ryba had insisted he have it near-and flicked the worn | eather |eads. "Cone on, old |ady."

H's eyes went to the blade. Wth the practice that Ryba had al so insisted upon, he was

i mproving, but he still wasn't confortable with the blade, even as he found that he coul d now
usual |y keep fromgetting spitted-or the equivalent with the wooden practice bl ades-and coul d
actually strike nmost of the other guards at will, except for Ryba and Saryn. He could also run

through the exercises with his own bl ades-finally-w thout danger of taking off an ear or other
I'i mbs.

He flicked the | eads once nore, and the gray tossed her head vigorously but followed him
through the nud toward the outcroppings farther up the gorge fromthe stable.

Rough stones there were, nore than enough, and Nylan slowy filled the cart until it seened to
sag over the wheels. By then his back felt as if it were sagging as well.

"Hard | abor-they never told me about this in engineer's school,"” he rmunbled to the gray.

The mare didn't answer, but chewed the few green shoots she could reach fromwhere Nyl an had
tethered her. She kept chewing as he untethered her and slowy | ed her and the creaking wagon down
past the stables, past the snmithy site, past the tower and causeway to the gaping hole in the
muddy patch that passed for a road.

Then he began to unl oad the stones, one after the other, stacking each where he thought it
woul d be closest to where it would be needed. After the wagon was enpty, he flicked the reins,
hal f dragging the mare fromcropping the white flowers and the tender |eaves beneath, and headed
back uphill.

"Ni ce day, ser," called Hryessa fromthe causeway, where she had taken off her boots and was
knocki ng the nud fromthem agai nst the stones of the causeway wall .

Behind her, in the lowwalled practice area, Llyselle and Siret sparred with wands, their
mount s standi ng by, since Ryba had decreed that at |east two outriders were to be ready at al
tinmes.

"It is, at last." He waved to Hryessa and kept |eading the nare uphill.

For the second | oad, Nylan concentrated on finding |arger chunks of stone, the kind he could
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use.to frame a large culvert. Two long green trunks might help. Ideally, stone alone would |ast,
but he couldn't always afford to do the ideal

After he finished |loading the cart, he stretched and tried to nmassage his back. The planting
detail was still struggling with nud and seeds when he returned to the road and began stacking the
stones fromhis second | oad.

He glanced to the tower as the triangle sounded once. Al nost before its echoes died away, Siret
and Llyselle galloped up the hill. The guards in the planting group |aid aside shovels, hoes, and
warrens, and reclai med bows and bl ades.

Nyl an continued to unload stones until he heard hoofbeats on the trail down fromthe ridge.
Then he dropped the | ast stone and strapped his scabbard in place. Only the two Westw nd nounts
returned, but Llyselle and Siret each carried another rider

As the two slowed and picked their way around the gap in the road, and the gray and the cart,
Nyl an studi ed the newconers-both wonen, one brown-haired, one black. Then he wal ked toward the
causeway.

The silver-haired guards set the two wonen on the stones at the end of the causeway. Both
staggered as their feet hit the hard rock

Nyl an arrived after the arnmed and curious guards of the planting detail

The bl ack-haired worman, thin-faced, glanced at Nylan, then at Siret, then at Llyselle, and back
at Nyl an

The engi neer gl anced around. Ryba was still in the tower. Saryn was out Hunting, although Nyl an
suspected she was as nuch keeping an eye on Gerlich as hunting. Ayrlyn had been supervising the
crop planting and stood at the back of the now arned planting group

"I think they're asking for shelter, ser,"” said Llyselle, "but | still have problens with the
| ocal tongue."

"I don't trust the dark one," added Siret.

Nyl an turned his perceptions on the bl ack-haired woman, wi ncing as he did. An aura of white
chaos, laced with red, surrounded her

"See what | nean, ser?"

Nyl an grinned at Siret. "Your night visionis a Jot better than it used to be, isn't it?"

She | ooked down.

"Don't worry." He glanced at Llyselle. "Yours is too, isn't it?"

LIysell e | ooked bew | dered. "I thought npbst everyone's was. So | didn't say anything. Besides,
| hate night duty."

Ayrlyn made her way around the hal f-dozen guards who had been planti ng and stepped up beside
Nyl an. He realized that, in their nuddy and tattered work garb, none of them | ooked terribly
pr epossessi ng.

Ryba stepped out of the tower doorway, dressed in clean |eathers, both bl ades at her waist.
Just inside the door, Nylan could nmake out Ellysia, Dyliess in one arm Dephnay in the other. The
mar shal surveyed the group, her eyes halting on the two wonen.

Bot h woul d-be refugees prostrated thensel ves. "Refuge, Angel of Darkness."

"You can get up," she said wyly in Ad Anglorat. "I'mthe marshal of Wstw nd, not an angel of
darkness." She turned to Nylan and asked, "Have you tal ked with thenP"

"No. The brunette seens all right. The bl ack-haired one is trouble, filled with chaos."

" Chaos?"

"The white stuff that means no good. It's like an aura." Nylan glanced around. "She's like a
white w zard. "

Ryba wi nced, then turned to Ayrlyn. "You're the heal er. Wat do you think?"

"I"'d go with the engineer's assessnent."

Ryba | ooked at the bl ack-haired woman. "You still carry the evils of nen, and of chaos. W will
not harmyou. W will not receive you. W will give you food and | et you nmake your own way." The
bl ack- hai red woman swayed, and put a hand out to hold the causeway wall.

"She's acting," snapped Ayrlyn.

"Faker," added Siret in a | ow voice.

Nyl an nodded in agreenent.

"You're sure?" Ryba asked Ayrlyn.

"Yes."

"You are bid to |l eave," ordered Ryba. "Now. Walk up to the-"

The dark-haired woman turned. Sonething glinted in her hand, and she junped toward the heal er.

Siret's blade flashed down, alnpbst in reflex, cutting across the dark-haired wonman's shoul der
and into her chest. Blood splashed, striking the stones of the causeway al nost as fast as the
corpse fromwhich it cane.
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Nyl an staggered at the wave of whiteness coming fromthe death. His skull felt as if it m ght
split for an instant, before the sensation subsided to a dull aching.

Ayrlyn eased back and quietly retched into the depression behind the causeway.

The brown-haired woman fl attened herself on the stones. "Spare ne!"

Denal | e stepped forward and ki cked back ne dead wonan's hand. Under it was a dagger with a
j agged bl ade.

"Nice," said Ryba dryly. "Wat about the other?" Her eyes went to the groveling brunette.

"No chaos. W can't tell intent,"” Nylan said, his eyes darting toward Ayrlyn, who had finally
strai ghtened up. Their eyes crossed, sharing the know edge and the chaotic feeling of death.

"Ayrlyn? Would you and one of the guards-and the nage"-her eyes focused on Nylan-"talk with the
other one? If she seens all right, have Hryessa and Istril get her set up. If not, feed her, and
send her on her way with some food, not a lot."

Nyl an gl anced at the marshal, as if to ask if she had any vi sions.

"Not this tine. They're not always reliable."

Al t hough Ri enadre | ooked puzzl ed at the exchange, she said nothing. Ayrlyn nodded al nost
i mperceptibly.

"We've all got work to do. Let's get on with it.'

"You may rise, worman," Nylan said in O d Anglorat.

The brunette | ooked up, her eyes going to Siret, who remrai ned nounted, cleaning the black bl ade
on a scrap of cloth, then to the closed tower door.

Ryba turned and went back into the tower.

Ayrlyn glanced at Denalle. "Wuld you and Rienadre bury ... don't nmake a big deal of it, out by
the bandits, deep enough .. ."

"We'll take care of it, healer," answered Ri enadre.

Denal | e gl anced at Nyl an and nodded.

"The rest of you can get back to planting. 1'll be there before too long," said Ayrlyn. "Siret

and Llyselle, and the mage, are enough guard for one woman."
Denal l e slipped the jagged blade into her belt before she and Ri enadre |ugged off the body.
The brunette had gathered herself into a sitting position on the stones as the mgjority of the
guards left. The entire left side of her face was yellow and green froma recent series of
br ui ses.
"Who are you?" began Ayrlyn.

"Blynnal ... I"'mfromRohrn ... I... we heard ... there was a place..." Tears began to stream
down her cheeks. "But .. . wonen ... don't. . . Kkill. "

"Why not ?" asked Ayrlyn. "Men do. Wonen have strong arms, too."

"But..."

"Child ..." said Ayrlyn softly. "If we are attacked, we defend ourselves. Is that w ong?"

"Jrenya, she was strong. She said no man woul d ever force her, and you killed her."

"Way did you and Jrenya cone here?" asked Nyl an

Bl ynnal 's eyes dropped to the stones, to the patch of blood that marked where Jrenya had
fallen.

Ayrlyn and Nylan waited. So did Siret and Llyselle. Llyselle's mount whuffed, and the guard
patted its neck.

"Dyeneni, he was ny consort, he beat ne after Kyel died ... he kept beating ne . . ." Mre
tears rolled down Blynnal's face. "Jrenya said it was wong. She said we needed to do sonethi ng.
When ... the snows nelted ... Dyeneni, he took out his big leather belt... he did ... things ..."

"What about Jrenya?" asked Nyl an, ignoring the faint glare from Ayrlyn. "Wy did she cone with
you?"

"She .. . she said, Nortya was nmean ..."

"Did Nortya beat her?" asked Nylan. "D d Jrenya have bruises |ike yours?"

"No ... but... he was nean."

"How was he nean?" pressed Nylan. "Did you see him hurt her?"

"No ... but she hated him... she said ... her father made her join him.. . because he was the
factor's only son."

"So .. . you left Rohrn because your consort beat you?"

Bl ynnal nodded.

"Did Jrenya kill Dyeneni?" asked Nyl an

Ayrlyn's eyes widened, as did Siret's.

Bl ynnal | ooked down at the stones.

"Did she?"

"I ... don't know . . . She stabbed him and we ran. W neant to | eave anyway, but he came hone
early, and he saw the packs, and he hit ne. He didn't see her."
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"What about her consort?"

Again the brunette | ooked down at the stones.
"She killed him too, | suppose?”

The faintest of nods answered Nyl an.

He | ooked at Ayrlyn. "I don't know. She's weak-probably because everyone beat her up. She
doesn't seemevil or chaotic ... but two nurders?"

"The dead one did both," pointed out Siret.

"I... was glad..." adnmitted Blynnal. "Dyeneni... hurt ne ... so nuch . "

"Honesty hel ps," Nyl an offered.

The brunette sat on the dust and nud of the causeway stones in her tattered trousers and tunic.

Ayrlyn glanced fromthe green and purple side of Blynnal's face to the two nounted guards.
"What do you two think? She'll be sharing your quarters.”

"Her problemseens to be nen, and we sure don't have too many around here, especially since the
weasel left," said Llyselle.

"The weasel ?" Nyl an said inadvertently.

"Narliat."

Ayrlyn | ooked at Siret.

"I'd say to give her a chance. First m stake, and she's gone."

The heal er | ooked to Nyl an

"That's my reaction . .. but I"'ma man."

As the conversation proceeded, Blynnal had turned fromone face to the next, eyes puzzled,
alnost |ike a trapped hare.

"I think we agree," said Ayrlyn, "and none of us are exactly happy about it." She turned to
Bl ynnal and switched to O d Anglorat. "W are not happy with how you cane..."

Tears oozed fromthe | ocal woman's eyes.

“... but... you will have a chance to prove yourself."
Bl ynnal threw her arnms around Ayrlyn's legs. "Thank you, great |ady. Thank you! I will be good.
I will cook. I will scrub, but do not send ne away."

"You may cook or scrub-we all do. Even the nage digs and lifts rocks. But once you prove
yourself, we will also teach you the blade."

Bl ynnal 's eyes w dened. "I had not thought. "

"You will learn when to use it-and when not to. Both are inportant." Ayrlyn glanced at Nyl an.
"I just hope .. ."

"So do I."

"She'll be all right," said Siret softly. "She's just a scared little rabbit who got with the
wrong peopl e. That other one, though ..."

"Very bad person." Llyselle shook her head. "Very bad."

"Anyt hi ng el se?" asked the heal er, |ooking toward the tower.

"Before you go ... | had a question,” said Nylan. "Could | get two green trunks, around a half
cubit thick, for the bridge?"

Ayrlyn | ooked over his shoulder at the stones stacked around the gorge through the road. "I'l]I
talk to you about that after | get Blynnal organized with Istril. But |I think we can manage that-
if it doesn't rain." She gave Nylan a brief snile and touched Bl ynnal on the shoul der. "You need
to wash, and to have your hair cut and to get clean garments..."

As Ayrlyn and her charge left, Llyselle | ooked to the sky. "It won't rain. I can tell."

Nyl an wondered what else the silver-haired guard could tell. He | ooked back at the cart and the
stones. Then he took a deep breath and started back toward the unbuilt bridge, trying to ignore
t he thoughts of the unbuilt smithy.

LXXVI | |

THRAP!

H ssl glances up fromthe table to the hal f-open door to the outside | anding, half-open to
allow in the spring breeze.

"Yes?"

"I seek the great w zard Hissl," conmes the voice from beyond the door.

H ssl rises and picks up the white bronze dagger fromthe table as he steps toward the door
"And why m ght you seek hinP"

The door sw ngs open, but the hooded figure standing there does not enter the room

"I"'mnot exactly interested in cutthroats sneaking around with their faces hidden."

Hissl's
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tone is faintly ironic.

"I amnot a cutthroat, and | offer you the key to your w shes, honored Wzard," begins the
hooded fi gure.

"My wi shes? How woul d you presune to know ny wi shes?" asks Hi ssl

"An unnanmed brethren of yours presunes, not |." The hooded figure extends an object. . . very
slowy.

H ssl reaches, then draws back his hand. "lron! That is no token of friendship!" H's fingers
ti ghten around the dagger.

"Look again, | was told to tell you."

H ssl's eyes narrow, but he studies the object on the other's palm "Chaos, bound in iron, and
yet, the chaos binds the iron. How can that be?"

The hooded man steps forward and sets the object on the white oak table. "I will |eave that for
you, and for you to consider." He turns and wal ks down the narrow steps fromthe upper room

Behind him Hi ssl studies the iron and the chaos which surrounds it. "But how? How?"

He finally glances out into the afternoon, but the hooded figure has vanished into the streets
of dynya, and the spring wind bears no hint of the stranger or his origin.

LXXI X

THIS TIME, AT the low cries, and the sense of pain, Nylan had not waited, but followed Ayrlyn up
to the third level, and to Istril.

"I't'"ll be all right," insisted the silver-haired guard. "It will be. | know " Her breathing
i ncreased, and lines of pain creased her face. "But | feel better with both of you here.”

"You know a lot," said Ayrlyn. "Mre than | do."

"