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To Lara, and her nother

THE ANGELS OF darkness nade the Roof of the Wirld their hone, and after deceiving the followers of
Iight who had eagerly wel comed them they wielded the ancient and dreadful weapons of Heaven and
vanqui shed those who rejoiced in the light.

In those first dark years, there were none at first anmong the dark ones who could descend to
the I ower | ands and bear the heat, and the |ords of mankind, their true daughters, and their
consorts rejoiced that this was so

For the angels of tenptation bore blades that slashed through arnor and | oosed arrowheads that
treated iron bucklers as if they were rotten wood, and they raised a mghty stronghold called
Westwi nd, anchored on Tower Bl ack, that rivaled Freyja in power. And the followers of light, who
had ages earlier forsaken the powers of the heavens, relinquished the barren heights to the dark
angel s and their evil powers.

The dark angels were wonen who nade a nockery out of hearth and honme, who reviled nen and
| aughed as they destroyed all the armies of the Wsthorns sent against them as they forced the
great lords to heap dust and ashes upon their own heads and to bend their knees and pay tribute,
and to stand hel plessly as their daughters were tenpted fromtheir hearths and consorts.

Yet an even nore deadly evil was to flow fromthe Roof of the Wirld, and none knew it, fromthe
m ghty Nylan, smth of the angels, he who builded the Tower Bl ack, he who forged the bl ades of
night and the arrows of the storns....

Col ors of Wite
(Manual of the Cuild at Fairhaven)
Preface

THE W RY AND silver-haired nan paused at the end of the causeway from Tower Bl ack, his breath
white in the sunlit chill. H s eyes lifted fromthe cleared stones that |ed from Tower Black- the
tower whose stones he had wrested fromthe mountains, the tower he had raised to shelter the ange
crew of the Wnterl ance.

Anot her dozen steps before him the causeway nelded into the netal ed road. Beyond the road was
t he expanse of softening snow that stretched in every direction-eastward to the kay - plus - deep
drop-of f that overhung the high forest, and to the nmountains that bordered Westwi nd on the south
and west. Softening or not, the snow was still well over Nylan's head just about everywhere and
twice that in spots. That depth explained the ski traces and trails that paralleled the road,
though many were just there as remnants of training exercises for the newer guards.

From the nountains to the south rose Freyja; that inpossibly ice-needl ed peak that dom nated
the Roof of the World, glittering through the cold green-blue skies.

Nyl an, wearing only a light jacket over his snmithing clothes, walked slowmy out to the road,
noddi ng at the barely raised patterns in the snowto his right that narked the walls outlining the
out door weapons practice yard.

Beyond the practice yard the stones of the road rose slowy to the west, past the snmthy he had
built, to the canyon that held the stables carved out of the stone of the nmountainside itself. A
thin plume of white snoke rose fromthe forge chimey. To his left, the road ran eastward for a
hundred paces or so, then curved northward over the stone bridge that marked the channel for the
tower drains and outfalls. Beyond the bridge, the netaled road began to clinb the slope to the top
of the ridge, and the watchtower.

Nyl an shivered as his eyes traversed the snow covered slope to the north, east of the road.
Beneath the nelting snow lay the ashes that were all that renmained of the armes of Gallos and
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Lornth-and of a third of the guards of Wstw nd. Once the snow nelted, in the eight-days ahead, he
hoped that the spring grasses would cover that desol ate grayness quickly.

Fromthe east his eyes turned south, toward the hunmocks where dark stones had begun to
protrude from beneath the snow. Three | arge cairns-and twenty-two individual cairns-bore wtness
to the harshness of two years of struggle against the | ords of Candar and the Roof of the World
itself.

Yet Tower Bl ack held nore than the nine survivors of the thirty-one fromthe Wnterlance who
had made planetfall. Mre than two score filled the six levels of the black stone tower-npst of
them wormren and refugees who had sought a new life on the Roof of the Wrld. O the seven ship's
officers, there renai ned four-Ryba, Nylan, Saryn, and Ayrlyn. O the twenty-four elite marines,
five remmi ned-Hul dran, Llyselle, Istril, Siret, and \Windre.

Qut side of Daryn, the blond young standard-bearer from Gall os who had been wounded on the north
side of the ridge and protected by Hryessa-no one wanted to cross the spitfire from Lornth-Nyl an
was the only adult male remaining in Westwi nd, scarcely surprising given Ryba's distrust of npst
nmen.

He began to wal k uphill between the heaps of snow and ice that flanked the road toward the
smthy. Until an eight-day earlier, the road itself had been covered with that ice and snow,
packed into a thick crust, but with m dday tenperatures slightly above freezing, Saryn had had the
guards clear the sections near the tower, extending the cleared areas daily- as much to begin
physically conditioning the upper bodies of refugees as for the need to return the road to the
condition necessary for the tinmber carts that would begin to roll once the way to the high forests
bel ow Westwi nd was cl ear.

The smith frowned as he turned off the road and crossed the packed snow, to the door of the
smthy. This winter there had been enough wood for the furnaces, and for hot water in the
bat hhouse, unlike the first winter on the Roof of the Wirld. They'd still had to slaughter sonme of
the sheep for lack of fodder, but only a few

Nyl an eased open the smithy door, closing it behind him before he spoke to Hul dran. "You were
up here early."

"I't was noisy this norning. Dephnay was how ing, and neither Siret nor Istril could quiet her.
So," the stocky blond guard beside the forge shrugged, "all three were awake. Yours, thank
darkness, don't how . They just babble. But | don't sleep that well with babbling."

"I'"'msorry, Huldran."

"It isn't your fault. Istril keeps telling ne that, as if every guard doesn't know it."

"She didn't have-"

"Ser . . . you're not perfect and neither is the Marshal, but between the two of you, you've
saved us, and a lot of wonen on this forsaken planet. No one el se coul d have designed and built
Tower Bl ack."

Nyl an reached for the | eather apron

"Not much left in the way of charcoal." The stocky Hul dran fed another set of short logs to the
forge fire. "We're back to starting with wood coal s.”

"Saryn said the wood crews could do a charcoal burn early this spring. She's got enough
bodi es. "

"Warm bodi es we've got," Hul dran snorted. "Trained guards we don't, and two of the best are
Siret and Istril." She broke off.

"I know. | know." And Nylan did. Both the silver-haired guards had children | ess than a year
old, and both children were his-through Ryba's nmani pulation of the |ast residue of angel high-
technol ogy. He tightened his lips. Wile he loved both Kyal ynn and Weryl -and Dyliess, his daughter
by Ryba- havi ng been an involuntary and ignorant stud still grated on his nerves.

Yet what could he do? He had to admit Ryba had been right about the cultures that surrounded
them and angels weren't exactly wel comed anywhere. Nor did he feel right even thinking about
| eaving his children, whether he'd been an involuntary stud or not.

Yet Ryba was getting harder and harder to take, and each day felt |ike a balancing act. Ryba,
former captain of the U F.F. Wnterlance, was now Marshal of Wstw nd, and undisputed rul er of
that chunk of the Westhorns known as the Roof of the World-a | and so high and cold that very few
of the locals could survive nore than short stretches outside in full winter. Then, Ryba and al
of the surviving ship's nmarines-now the guards of Westwi nd-were full-bl ooded Sybran, born to an
even col der heritage than the Roof of the Wrld, unlike Nylan and Ayrlyn.

Nyl an shook his head and renoved his jacket, hanging it on one of the wooden pegs beside the
front doubl e doors. Remi niscing and nentally conplaining wouldn't forge bl ades-and Ryba wanted
nore of the deadly weapons he had devel oped. For her all-too-accurate visions indicated that, in
the seasons and years ahead, scores of wonmen woul d seek out the refuge that Westwi nd had becone.
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Was that his destiny-arnorer of the angels, forger of weapons of death and destruction? And
i nvol untary stud? So far he'd avoi ded repeating that-since the great battle-but he could feel the
pressure buil di ng.

The smith took the flat and crude shovel formed from | ander all oys and eased the scarce
charcoal fromthe basket across the forge coals. He nodded to Hul dran, and the blond guard punped
the great bellows while Nylan took out his hamrers and a strip of |ander alloy-not that there was
much left, but he would use it while he could. Then he'd have to figure out another way to make
hi gh-qual ity bl ades-if he coul d.

On the forge shelf rested a | ocal blade-broken and nelted around the edges fromthe devastation
Nyl an had created by mergi ng one dying weapons |aser with the "order fields" of this unknown
world, so like and yet so unlike the powernets he had ridden as the engi neer of the Wnterl ance.
More than a thousand such | ocal blades were stacked, |ike cords of wood, behind the smthy. Sone
were whol e, sone partly nelted, and sone broken

A wy snmle crossed the smth's Iips. And a year ago he'd worried about nmetal stocks?

"Ready, ser?" asked Hul dran

"Ready as ever." He laid the alloy on the coals. Frombitter experience he'd |learned that, in
the initial stages of forging blades, the softer local iron had to be forge-welded into the all oy,
not the other way around.

By the time the midday chinmes rang fromthe tower, they had managed to flatten the iron of the
Il ocal blade into the strip of alloy, flatten the nixed netals, fold themand flatten them once,
twice, and three tinmes, then yet again. A dozen or nore such fold-weld-flattenings, and Nyl an
woul d have nmetal ready to forge into a blade itself. He knew that even nmore of the pattern-wel ding
woul d have been better, but tinme was short, and Ryba less than perfectly patient. In any case, the
| ater forge steps would go nore quickly.

Al'l winter long he and Hul dran had forged bl ades, spurred on by Ryba's insistence that every
guard-every recruit- should have at |least two of the shortswords that were equally deadly as
bl ades or mssiles. Al of the blades were essentially nodified copies of the pair that Ryba had
brought down fromthe Wnterl ance-the Sybran nomad bl ades the Marshal and forner captain of the
angel ship had carried and practiced with throughout her service career.

"I'I'l bank the coals, ser, not that we've nuch to bank."

"You up to starting one of your own this afternoon?"

"\Why not ?"

"Then dunmp sone logs on the fire."

Hul dran grinned. "You going to practice after you eat? That's dangerous."”

"I'"ll be careful." Either Saryn or Istril or Siret would single himout. He and Ryba avoi ded
practicing skills against each other-there was too nuch resentment there for it to be safe for
ei ther of them

Nyl an racked the hammers and checked the metal blank that woul d soon be another deadly
shortsword, then eased on his jacket before heading out of the smithy and down toward the tower.

A handful of newer guards, |ed by Mirkassa, one of the first locals to seek out Wstw nd,
wal ked swiftly down fromthe canyon that held livestock and nounts, but they were several hundred
paces up the road fromthe snmithy. The round-faced and brown-haired guard lifted a hand in
greeting, and Nylan returned it before turning onto the road.

Nyl an had barely cool ed of f before he stepped through the nain door to Tower Bl ack. He squinted
in the far dinmer |light of the tower, but took a deep breath of the fresh-baked dark bread that
Bl ynnal did so well and the aroma of sonething else-the mnt-spiced stew, he thought, probably
created around the remmants of the deer that Ayrlyn had brought in two days earlier, after the
Iight dusting of snow froma spring storm

"Nyl an?" Istril, carrying her son Weryl in her arms, notioned fromthe de facto nursery on the
left side of the tower entry area.

He turned and crossed the stones of the entry hall.

Her face was slightly flushed, as though she had been outside in the cold. Wryl's face was
al so red.

"You were outside?" Nylan asked.

"We wal ked up to the stables with Siret and Kyalynn. Ydrall went with us, but she was cold the
whol e way. Kyal ynn and Weryl just babbled the whole tine." Istril grinned down at her son. "The
cold like this doesn't bother himat all."

"Wth what you wrapped himin, | imagine not."

"I am gl ad you got another snow cat. Once | have it tanned, it will nake a good parka."

"For a year or two." Nylan | aughed.

"Da!" offered Weryl, thrusting a chubby hand toward his father
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"Da to you, too," returned Nylan, taking his son, and still half wondering at the circunstances
that had resulted in three of the four infants in Westw nd being his-when he'd only slept with
Ryba at that tine.

"We' || have five nore lanbs," the silver-haired Istril announced quietly.

"Practicing your healing, again?"

Weryl tugged at Nylan's index finger, his grip firm Nylan sniled at his son

"The nore healers the better. You and Ayrlyn can't do it all, and what happens if you're hurt,
like in the big battle with the Lornians and the Gall osians?" asked Istril.

"I was glad you'd practiced."

"So was the Marshal. Her armwas a ness."

"You woul dn't know it now. "

"She used to get tired faster when she practiced bl ades, but she's al nost over that now " noted
Istril.

"Slow, she's faster than anyone else."

"Except you and Saryn. You're as fast as she is, but you don't like to go for the kill. Saryn's
even nore of a killer than the Marshal ." Istril held out her arns for Weryl. "You need to eat.
He's eaten.”

"What about you?" asked Nylan as he handed his son back to Istril, disengaging Wryl's fingers
fromhis own index finger.

"Antyl will watch himwhile | eat." Istril smled warmy and carried their silver-haired son

back to the nursery.

Nyl an turned, then stopped to avoid running into one of the cooks.

"Greetings, ser." Blynnal bowed her head, about all she . dared bow, as pregnant as she was and
carrying the |large baskets of fresh-baked bread up fromthe kitchen on the | ower level of the
t ower .

Nyl an had no doubts about the father. Blynnal had worshi ped Relyn before the one-arned man had
sli pped out of Westwi nd one step ahead of a vengeful Ryba. And Relyn had worried a | ot about the
cook-pretty, but timd, and one of the few wonmen in Westwind with no desire to Iift a bl ade
against the majority of nmen in Candar

After follow ng Blynnal past the |lower tables, Nylan slipped around her and into the space at
the end of the bench at the first table, the position that had al ways been his. The hearth to his
ri ght was dark-but between the warmh that drifted up fromthe kitchen on the level below and the
resi dual heat fromthe wood-fired furnace, the high-ceilinged roomwas warm enough

Saryn sat across from Nylan, while Hul dran eased onto the bench on Nylan's left. Ayrlyn, her
flane-red hair seemngly glinting with its own light, slipped onto the bench across fromthe smth-
engi neer.

Even before Nylan poured the steanming tea in his mug, Ryba sat down at the end of the table in
the only chair in the great hall

"How i s the forging com ng?" she asked politely.

"We're working on two nore bl ades,” he answered. "Fromwhat | figure, that will bring us to
nearly a hundred of them about a score nore than two per guard. W've had to go back to starting
the forge with wood, and we'll be out of charcoal in another eight-day."

"I'd appreciate it if you'd just work on blades until the charcoal goes."

"More visions?" he asked quietly.

"Such as they are." Ryba broke off a chunk of bread.

Nyl an t ook a chunk of the dark bread after her and passed the basket to Hul dran, then | ooked
across the table, noting the pallor in Ayrlyn's face. "Dephnay agai n?" he asked.

"She's getting better, but Tryssa got burned with hot grease. Cold water hel ped-except for her
eyelids."

Nyl an wi nced at the thought of grease across the eyes, and the effort it nust have cost the
flane- haired healer. Healing through the order fields was exhausting, as he knew from experience
He' d col | apsed nore than once. "How is she?"

"She'll be fine."

"How about you?"

"I'"l'l need a nap after | eat. A long one." Ayrlyn took a long swall ow of the hot tea.

Nyl an nodded synpathetically, then took a sip of his own tea while waiting for the huge
crockpot filled with stew to reach him

"You need to eat nore," Hryessa badgered Daryn fromthe foot of the table.

"You need to be strong to return to Gallos," suggested Mirkassa, a glint in her eye.

"I cannot return," said Daryn quietly, a flush stealing over his fair-conplected face. "You
know t hat. One of the standard-bearers of Gallos? A single survivor? | would be suspected of
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treachery ... or worse."

"We've been through this before,” said Ayrlyn, interrupting the teasing, straight-faced. "You
certainly weren't the only survivor, just the only one daring enough to -entice a guard. Sone of
the wounded in the | ower canp made their way back to Lornth and Gallos."

Daryn flushed again, then replied. "Mst died. You know that, heal er. Those that did return

reached their hones before the winter snows. After a winter on the Roof of the World ..." Daryn
shrugged.

"You could not have traveled. You al nost died," said Hryessa.

"No." Daryn laughed, not quite bitterly. "It is difficult for a one-footed nan to travel the
West horns. "

"Alnost as difficult as for a single woman to travel Candar unnol ested,"” added Ryba dryly.

A murmur of assent ran across the tables.

Nyl an wanted to shake his head. Candar was a powerflux ready to expl ode, and just by founding
Westwi nd Ryba had started the energy cascade.

"Daryn?" asked the Marshal

"Yes, Marshal," answered the youth warily.
"What do you know about a place called Cyador?"
"Only what the traders tell, ser. It is the ancient hone of those who follow the white way, and

filled with silver and nalachite, and great buildings walled with nmirrors that catch and hold the
sun. Even the snallest of dwellings are |like pal aces."

"Exactly where is this paradi se?"

"Sonewhere beyond the Westhorns-that is all | know "

"What brought that up?" Nyl an asked Ryba.

"I've been studying sone of those scrolls Ayrlyn picked up, and there are sone disturbing
references to Cyador, especially to how the ancient ones channeled the rivers and built the grass
hills to turn back travelers. Ch, and about how sonme daughters of Cyador fled to the barbarians."
Ryba's voice turned dry. "I wonder about paradise if those daughters fled."

A murmur of |aughter went around the table.

"I't nust be beyond Lornth, then," said Ayrlyn. "Relyn never nmentioned it. Nor did Nerliat."

"Relyn's probably spreading tal es about the great new ancient one," suggested Hryessa.

"That will only cause nore trouble," said Ryba quietly. Her eyes turned on Nylan nonentarily,
bef ore she took a nmouthful of the mint stew.

Not about to get into a discussion about Relyn and his efforts to create a new religion based
on what he had learned from Nylan, the smth ate quietly, occasionally glancing at Ayrlyn, pleased
to see sone of the pallor |eaving her face as the heal er ate.

"Eating hel ps, doesn't it?" he said, knowing it was an inane coment, but wanting to reach out.

"Sonmewhat. Wth sonme rest, |'Il feel better," answered Ayrlyn.

"If someone needs sonething that way," he offered, "send themto me. O Istril. She's
practicing her skills."

"I told her to. I'mglad she is."

"W will need nore healers,"” Ryba said coolly, and the certainty of her words chilled Nyl an
What el se was she seeing?

Ayrlyn and Nyl an exchanged gl ances, then continued to eat 'w thout speaking.

After the nmidday neal, Nylan wal ked up the five flights of the stone steps to the top |evel,
turning right into his quarters, across from Ryba's. He | ooked around the bare room one w ndow,
glazed in wavery local glass; a |lander couch that made a hard bed, but better than anything of
| ocal manufacture; a crude table and stool; and a rocking chair for when he sang Dyliess to sleep

"Nyl an?"

He turned.

The dark-haired Marshal of Westwi nd stood in the door, carrying a squirming silver-haired
child, nore than an infant, but not quite a toddler. "Could you take her? 1'd like to practice. O
you could practice first-"

"Go ahead. |I'Il practice after you." The smith-engi neer extended his hands for his daughter
and she extended hers.

"Gaaaa. "

"Gaaa to you, too." Nylan lifted Dyliess to his shoul der and hugged her

"I"ll be down bel ow," Ryba repeated. "Then ... | don't know. "

"Fine." Nylan eased hinmself into the crude rocking chair he'd crafted just so that he could
have one in his own quarters to rock Dyliess.

As he rocked, her fingers grasped the edge of the carvings on the back of the chair, and then
his silver hair-and his ear.
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"Easy there, young lady. Your father's ears are tender."
begi nning to sing to her.

"On top of old Freyja, all covered in ice

H s voice was getting hoarse when there was a rap on the door

"Yes?"

"Ser ..." Athin-faced woman wi th mahogany hair stood at his door. "The Marshal sent nme up-"

"You're going to take care of Dyliess while | practice, Antyl?"

"I'f youd wish it, ser.”

"That's fine." Trust Ryba to send soneone else to Nylan for Dyliess. Despite the close quarters
of the tower, Ryba avoided Nylan as nuch as possible, asking as little as possible, as though he
were the unreasonable one. He'd been tricked into being a stud, nanipulated into incinerating
t housands, and deceived in who knew how many little ways, but he was unreasonabl e-even though he'd
essentially built and arned Westwi nd. And Ryba wondered why he didn't want anything to do with
her? If it weren't for Dyliess and the other children

But they were his and |inked to Westwi nd, and there was no changi ng that, none at all

He stood up fromthe rocking chair and eased Dyliess to his shoulder for a nonent, patting her
back. Then he hal f-1owered her and ki ssed her cheek before easing her into Antyl's arns.

"How s Jakon?"

"He be fine, ser, a strong baby. He sleeps now" Wth a broad smle, the brunette turned and
headed down the stone steps of the tower.

Nyl an stripped off his jacket and headed down the steps to the dimess of the fifth |evel
where practicing was a contest not only against his partner, but against the gl oomand uncertain
lighting. Ryba clained that bl ades were as nuch feel as vision, and perhaps she was right. Nylan
wasn't certain he'd even seen half the nen he'd killed with a blade over the past two years. He'd
certainly felt their deaths, suffused with white agony, but had he really seen themw th his eyes?

That was the problemw th Ryba. She was al nost always right, but he hated her insistence that
power-or cold iron- was the only true solution to surviving in Candar

"Here's the engineer,"” called Istril, holding Wryl and watching the sparring fl oor

"Catch!" called Saryn

Nyl an's hand reached out al nbst automatically and caught the hardwod wand, flipping it again
and catching the hilt end. As he did, he absently wondered how he had gotten so proficient in
handl i ng anti que weapons of destruction-except he wasn't. He could defend hinsel f agai nst nost,
and he had killed nore than a few raiders and attackers-one at a time, since, after the first or
second killing, the white-infused waves of pain that flowed through himleft himvirtually
i ncapacit at ed.

He wasn't unique. Al those who showed the innate ability to nanipulate the order fields to
heal -all the silver-haired ones and Ayrlyn-had the sanme problem Ryba couldn't heal, but she could
certainly kill.

Interestingly, Nylan reflected as he flexed the wand, trying to warmup briefly, all of those
who showed those healing traits had survived, even despite the battles they had been forced to
fight.

"Watch this," Saryn told the handful of recruits lining the chal ked-off practice floor

Nyl an knew only about half the faces by name, and he wi shed they woul dn't watch. He glanced to
the corner where Daryn sat on a stool. The smith probably needed to craft some sort of prosthetic
device for the youth's foot, as he had for Relyn's lost hand.

"Ready, Nyl an?"

"Not really.” The smith lifted the hardwood wand, trying to |l et the feeling of unseen darkness
and order flow around himand through him

Saryn lifted her wand, a shimering laserlike force that probed and sl ashed through the gl oom
of the fifth-level practice area.

As usual, Nylan felt awkward, barely parrying Saryn's initial attacks, giving ground and
retreating, trying to capture the sense of order that was his only salvation frombruises or, in
actual conbat, death.

As he nelded with the hardwood wand that mirrored a blade, he finally surrendered to the flow
of order and let the wand take its own course.

" engi neer's so good ... bet not even the Marshal could touch him.
notice, though ... he never strikes ... all defense .. ."

But how | ong could he only defend? How | ong?

He | owered her and sat her in his |ap,
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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 World, those first angels raised crops anmid 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 amidst the ice of winter and the tower that renained
yet warmfroma single fire.

O the great ones in those tines were, first, Ryba of the twin blades, Nylan of the forge of
order, Gerlich the hunter, Saryn the m ghty, and Ayrlyn, of the songs that forged the guards of
Vst wi nd.

For as the skilled and terrible smth Nylan forged the terrible black bl ades 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 denpbns said, 'I will not suffer those angel wonen 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

So too, as did each of the forges of Heaven fail, did the mighty snmith Nylan bend the fires of
the world to his will and forge yet anew the bl ack bl ades of Westw nd.

Yet, despite Nylan's efforts in smting the | egions of the denons into dust, Ryba the mighty
was not satisfied, and she asked for nore black bl ades than the snowfl akes that fell upon Tower
Bl ack, and for arrows that no arnmor could stop. And Nylan bent the forges to his will, and it was
so, and still was Ryba displ eased.

and so it came 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)

(Y

MOST | LLUSTRI QUS LORD, Protector of the Steps to Paradise, and-"
"Enough, Thenphi. Enough," answered the silver-robed figure who sat easily in the scul pted
mal achite and silver chair on the dais. "Wat is the problenP This tinme?"

The man in white bowed. "My lord Lephi ... the snows were mighty, and the Great East R ver
rises."
"And all the rice fields in Geliendra will be washed away?"

"Yes, Sire. And those in Jakaafra.” The white w zard bowed again, nore deeply.
"What of the northern dans, and the diversions?"

"The .. . stornms .. ." stamered Thenphi. "You were-"
"They destroyed those as well as the |ocks of Kuliat? Wiy was | not informed of that?"
"Your M ghtiness received the scrolls in the field . . ." Thenphi offered a stained scroll. ".

as you did this one at Cuarstyad-"

"I am supposed to renmenber details of waterworks when | amtrying to rebuild the fireships? O
commandi ng an arny? O renenber that | received a scroll in the mdst of dark confusions?" Lephi's
eyes flickered toward the two sets of ornate open grillwork that flanked the dais and conceal ed
the Archers of the Rational Stars. Then he | eaned forward in the malachite and silver chair, his
silver linens rustling. "Thenphi, nmy wizard of the Throne of Reason, Enperor and heir to the
Rational /Stars | may be, but even enperors do not recall everything-especially in these tinmes." He
paused. "Wy do the eastern barbarian ki ngdoms no | onger respect Cyador?"

"Sire?"

"You are thinking of rice fields, Thenphi. W will address those in a nonent. Wiy is mghty
Cyad no | onger respected?”

"Cyador renmains nmighty."

"Yet barbarian traders attenpted to establish a fortified enclave at Guarstyad, m serable
corner of the word that it is. Wy?"

"It is on the borders of Cyador, and there are no Mrror Lancers or Shining Foot there."

"I'n ny grandsire's days, they would not have dared. Wiy do they dare now?"

The wi zard frowned ever so slightly. "You routed them Sire. They will not try again."

"Had we the great fire cannons or were the fireship conpleted, they would not have dared."

Lephi | eaned back in the shinmering throne. "The barbarians have short menories and respect little
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save force. W nust restore our abilities to supply that force."

"Yes, Sire."

"You hunor ne, Thenphi. You think | amerratic and obsessed. Perhaps | am An enperor nust be
obsessed. How el se can he guide his peopl e?"

The w zard nodded.

"Answer nme! How el se?"

"Any rul er nmust guide his people."

"You tal k, and you say nothing. Wuld that | did not need you and your kind. Wuld that.
but w shes are but fluttering breezes dashed agai nst stone." Lephi sighed. "Now . . . you may
proceed with the rice fields."

"I should have seen that you were informed once you returned, Your M ghtiness," offered
Thenphi .

"Someone shoul d have. Soneone shoul d have." Lephi eased back in his throne. "Can we send the
Whi t e Engi neers?"

"The Second is at hand

offered the w zard.

"No ... the fireship project conmes first. | will not let those thieves from Ruzor or Lydiar or
Spidlar . . ." Lephi let his words break off.

"The Third Conpany could go. You sent the first to Fyrad-"

"To rebuild the trading piers and the levees. | recall. Wth the Second engaged here . . . Yes,

send the Third." Lephi paused. "And send one of the Mrror Legions. Wichever one Queras can spare
nost . "

"Yes, Your M ghtiness." Thenphi bowed as if to depart.

"Have we heard fromthe northern barbarians?"

"About the reopening of the copper nines?"

"Exactly."

"No, Sire. The nessenger could not have reached Lornth yet, even upon the fastest of Your
M ghti ness's steeds."

Perspiration beaded on the white wi zard' s forehead as Lephi's eyes narrowed.

"Are you suggesting, white wizard, that | aminpatient?" asked the Lord of Cyador.

"No, Sire. Only that Lornth is far beyond the Walls of the North."

"Those walls will nove northward again. W will need the copper for the fireships to cone."
Lephi smiled. "Informne when we receive word from Lornth. In the neantine, best you study the old
tomes on the diversions, Thenphi. And on containing chaos within ship boilers.”

"Yes, Mghtiness."” The white nage's voice was even

\Y

NYLAN STEPPED FROM t he smithy, even before Blynnal rang the chinmes for the nidday meal, squinting
as the snowreflected gl are cascaded around him
"Frigging bright," munbled Hul dran as she stunbled out into the light after the smth.

"Sun and snow." The snith nodded and began to wal k downhill. Despite the conparative warnth and
t he di sappearance of the snow and ice cover fromthe south side of the rocky cairns and some
sections' around the canyon mouths, he hadn't seen any signs of snow lilies. Did that nmean they'd
have nore spring snows? O had the guards done sonething in their cultivation to kill off the
lilies?

Nyl an didn't know. There was so nuch that they had yet to | earn about this world. The
simlarities to Heaven-type worl ds hel ped, but there were certainly differences, |ike the

semi deci duous trees that |ooked Hnorm but had green | eaves that turned gray and curled up around
the branchlets that held them Only about half the |eaves fell every year

And the reference to Cyador had surprised Nylan. Ryba had intimted that the place was al nbst a
throwback to the white denons of Rationalism but again, in alnmpst two years no traders or |ocals
had nmenti oned Cyador. He'd never even heard the nanme before, and that kind of surprise bothered
him Had Ryba gotten another vision? He had begun to wish | ong before that her visions were not so
devastatingly accurate.

"Did you ever hear the name Cyador?" he asked Hul dran

"Before the Marshal nentioned it the other day? No. Maybe the heal er had, but no one el se had,
either, except for Ydrall, but she cane fromcoins."

"What did Ydrall know?"

"Not much nore than Daryn, except that they don't let traders in and that they keep their wonen
| ocked up. They have trading stations at the borders-or they used to. Lornth had problens with
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Cyador years ago, and there hasn't been much trading since. Ydrall didn't know what kind of
probl ems, though."

A culture even harder on wonen than Lornth and those of the | ands bordering Wstw nd? He shook
his head, then rubbed his chin. He really needed a shave. He didn't care for the |ocal bearded
| ook at all, but shaving with a blade, a real dagger-edge bl ade, had taken sone |earning, and not
a few cuts along the way. O course, sonme of the local recruits had wondered if he was actually a.
man, since he didn't have a beard-as if hair nmade the man. He snorted.

As they reached the outer end of the causeway to the tower, Blynnal appeared and used the
wooden mal l et to hammer out a rough nelody on the chinmes that had replaced the old triangle. She
wore a burl apli ke apron over her gray trousers and tunic, and a jacket thrown over everything. The
brunette smled shyly at Nylan. "I do not have the touch of the healer, not with the songs, but |
try. "

"You have the touch with the food," the smth-engi neer responded. "And we're all very thankfu
for that."

"It is good to have so nany people who |ike what | cook. Dyeneni-he never liked anything." Her
eyes went to Nylan. "Wbuld that all nmen were |like you." Then she sniled again. "Today, we have the
noodl es with the hot sauce, and the flat bread."

"Good." Nylan inadvertently licked his lips. Wien Blynnal said food was hot-it was spiced hot
and then sone.

"The tea is cold-for you." Blynnal |aughed, then struck the chinmes again.

Hul dran grinned and gl anced at the snith.

"You'll need that tea, too," Nylan predicted.

"Probably, but it's a lot better than the slop poor Kadran fixed."

As Nylan wal ked into the entryway, Siret stood by the nursery with Kyalynn, waiting. Smling at
the tall silver-haired guard and nmother of his other daughter, the smith wondered if the two
silver-haired guards had an informal arrangenment as to which child he woul d see before the noon

meal . Still, he had to admit he | ooked forward to seeing the children, nore than a little.
"How i s she?" he asked.
"Sl eepy. She was restless last night. Teeth, | think. Ayrlyn touched her, but there is no
chaos, just a trace of white around her teeth. | felt it, but |I wasn't sure."
Nyl an cradl ed Kyalynn in his left arm and she | ooked up with a yawn, the dark green eyes
mrrors of her nmother's, her hands slowy reaching toward Nyl an's face. "\Waaa... dan!"
"Sonmehow, | don't think she's asking for water,"” Nylan observed. "I'I| probably wake her up
and she'll be cranky all night."

"That won't be any change fromlast night."

"So you were a grunpy girl, and you kept your nmother up all night, all the tinme. That wasn't a,
nice thing to do...'

"Waaaa-daa-da . . . o000

"No, it wasn't. It really wasn't."

Kyal ynn yawned agai n, as Nyl an rocked her, then once nore, and shut her eyes. Shortly, a snort
and a soft snore foll owed.

"You can always get her to sleep,"” said Siret.

"That's true," the smith said. "When | talk, | can put anyone to sleep, especially if | talk
about buil ding something." But the building was done, nobstly, and now he was a weapons snith,
forging nore destruction. Did it always take force and nore force?

He wal ked slowy toward the nursery and the corner bed that was Kyalynn's. There he eased her
down, and patted her back gently for a nmonent, murnuring softly, until he was certain she would

sl eep.
Nyl an gl anced at the bed beside Kyalynn's, and patted a sl eeping Dyliess on the back for a
nmoment. Half the time in the nursery he still felt amazed.

Antyl smled fromthe inside corner where she nursed her own son Jakon, rocking slightly in the
pl ai n wooden rocker that all the guards had hel ped craft early in the long winter

Istril was burping Weryl, but she studiously avoided | ooking at Siret or Nylan, confirmng the
smth's suspicions about the oh - so - casual prearrangenents.

Nyl an and Siret eased out of the nursery and toward the great room

"She still looks like you," the engineer said quietly.

"She takes things in like you do. She sees them and she doesn't nake a fuss, but she knows-|
swore she could feel you heal ers when you worked on Llyselle's hand. Her eyes got wi de, and she
just watched."

"Coul d be," nused Nylan, stopping at the end of the | owest table. The aromas of nmint and spice
and bread filled the room "W both have the talent. You'll have to be careful when she gets
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ol der."

"She m ght be too sensitive? I've thought of that." Siret nodded, then gestured. "I can see the
Marshal's waiting for you."™ Her voice cool ed.

Nyl an smled wyly, then wi ped the snile away before turning and continuing toward the hearth
and head tabl e.

"How are the bl ades coni ng?" asked Ryba. "I'm starting another. The one we finished yesterday
is ready to sharpen."” Nyl an stepped around Ryba's chair and slid into his place on the bench next
to Hul dran. "Another one?" groaned Saryn from across the table. "Another one." Nylan offered a
bright smle. "And Huldran will have another finished |ate today or tonorrow "

"Two?" Saryn shrugged, then w ped, her steam ng forehead. "You two keep this up, and we'll have
enough of those killer blades for a conplete U F.F. legion."

"I'sn't that the idea?" asked the engineer, ladling out Blynnal's noodles.

"I haven't figured out any other way to stop the locals. Have you?" asked Ryba nildly.

Nyl an shrugged. That was the problemw th Ryba. Wile her answers to questions were usually
right, they all too often involved the maxi mum application of force necessary before soneone el se
did the sane. And the few times when the angels hadn't been able to apply such force had been near-
di sastrous. Had he avoi ded | eadershi p because he didn't |ike the preenptive use of force? O
because he knew it was necessary on the violent world where the angels had | anded? O both?

Ayrlyn slipped into her seat across from Nylan. Her eyebrows lifted momentarily, but she said
not hi ng, instead pouring sone tea and drinking half a nugful alnpbst imrediately. By the second
bite of the noodles, despite the | eavening effect of the flat bread, Nylan's forehead was sweating
nmore than if he were standing before his forge. The cool tea helped, if not enough. "The food here-
it is always good." That conment cane from Daryn

Nyl an | ooked at the young arnsnman, wanting to shake his head. Did all the locals |like things
spiced? Was it a survival ploy to cover the taste of meat or flour that wasn't quite right?

"We try to nmake everything good," offered Ryba.

"And you do, honored Marshal. Westwind is truly amazing."

The youth had been trained well in Gallos, at least in manners, Nylan reflected, and he was
adaptabl e, nore so than Gerlich had been. The former weapons officer had never accepted that Ryba
was his better in everything fromcomanding to arned and unarned conbat. O course, Gerlich had
died in his attenpt to storm Wstwind. He'd also gotten a |ot of guards killed unnecessarily, as
well as one of the white wizards of Lornth. That hadn't bothered Nyl an. Those white w zards were
innately nasty, although why they were was yet another unanswered nystery.

"We try, Daryn. W try." Ryba's tone was |light, but carried the edge that never |left her voice
anynore.

Nyl an bl otted his forehead.

"Do you think you should start training sonmeone else in snithing?" asked Ryba.

"Cessya was working, but..." Nylan shrugged and gl anced toward Hul dran

"Cerlich's wizard got her,"” Huldran finished. "Ydrall's shown some interest in the past. She
i ked your fancy pikes."

"If she is interested, | think it mght be a good idea," Ryba suggested, lifting her nug to her
lips. "Qtherw se, find soneone el se."

"What's the urgency?" asked the snmith.

"You said you wanted to work on building your nill," Ryba pointed out. "If you do, you can't
smth, not all the tinme, and we're going to need a lot of smthwork. So I'd Iike you and Hul dran
to start training whoever it is in the next few eight-days, before the snows clear and you' re back
building the sawmi||."

Nyl an conceal ed a frown. All of what Ryba said was correct, but the words felt sonmehow w ong,
and that bothered him H's eyes crossed those of Ayrlyn, and he got the faintest of nods in
confirmation.

"There's been nore snow this winter, and that neans nore nud," the engi neer said. "That neans
it will be longer until we can reach the brickworks and the m Il pond down there-"

"Good, " answered the black-haired Marshal. "You'll have nore tinme to do blades and train
anot her snmith."

Her answer felt even nore wong to Nylan, but the quickest of frowns from Ayrlyn warned hi m not

to push Ryba.
"Did you find out any nore in those scrolls about Cyador?" he asked easily.
"There wasn't much," Ryba admitted. "I get the feeling that it's sonme sort of Rationali st

| eftover, with a heavy dose of chauvinism" She shrugged. "Right now | don't have nuch to go on
but it bothers ne."
The nane Cyador chilled Nylan, too, but he had even |l ess reason to be worried than Ryba. After
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all, he was just a smth and an engi neer. Just a hardworking technical stiff and onetinme

i nvoluntary stud who really didn't have a mission anynore, now that the tower and the attached
facilities were conplete and the armes of Lornth and Gall os anni hilated. He took another hel ping
of noodles and then blotted his forehead.

"You're a glutton for punishnment, ser," said Hul dran.

"That's definitely one way of putting it," the snmth agreed as he broke of f another chunk of
the flat bread. "A true glutton for punishment."

He ignored the bluelike flash fromAyrlyn's eyes, even as the tightness in his guts told him he
shouldn't. But he felt as though everyone else were directing him guiding him fromlstril and
Siret arranging which child he sawto Ryba's efforts to boost Westwind's arnory-al nost endl essly,
it seened.

And the worst part was that he had no answers, no direction, except to keep forging
destruction.

He swal |l owed nore tea. Maybe he'd feel better if he worked on that foot for Daryn-sonething
besi des destruction.

\l

THE THREE- A bl ond wonan, a gray - and - black - haired man, and a younger bl ack-haired man-sat
around a small and ancient table in the tower roomthat had belonged to the Lady Ellindyja before
her exile to the Groves in Carpa. Al three bore a resenbl ance to each other

The older man lifted the scroll. "I told you both about this . . ."

The bl ond woman with green eyes gl anced toward the wi ndow and the dark spring clouds franed by
t he dark wood, clouds |oonm ng over Lornth, and, as lightning flashed, then to the door

"He'll be all right, Zeldyan," said the younger man

"I do not like to |leave him not after . . . everything," said Zel dyan

"Get young Nesslek, then. He's certainly not old enough to repeat what we say." The ol der man
| aughed.

"I would feel better." Zeldyan nodded and rose.

After she stepped through the door, the younger nan turned. "Do you think she dotes upon him
too nmuch? She trusts no one with him"

"In this time of uncertainty? Hardly, Fornal. Your sister knows that her doting is linmted. It
is those wonen who refuse to understand that-1i ke Lady Ellindyja-who cause troubl e. Darkness knows
we have nore than enough trouble, anyway." The older nman's index finger touched the scroll. "W
could use one of those white wi zards that Sillek squandered on the Roof of the World."

"He did not have much choice."

"The greater price we pay for such folly." Gethen shook his head. "And Sill ek knew it was
folly. We talked of it, but, no, he was young, and the hol ders would not accept that he had w sdom
beyond his years. Nor would his npost esteened nother."

"You hate the Lady Ellindyja," said Fornal. "Yet she was only trying to uphold Sillek's honor
with the ol der hol ders."

"I have no problemwi th honor, Fornal. Honor and trust are a man's greatest allies, but the
Lady Ellindyja used her idea of honor to destroy the holders' trust in Sillek. He could have been
the greatest lord of Lornth, and he |loved Zeldyan in a way that the poets claimis comon-and
sel dom happens in life. Yet his own nother incited her friends, and the old holders, to push for
the war agai nst Westwi nd. Were lies honor in that?" Gethen shrugged. "Now ... we have a regent's
council, which is always suspect. W have Ildyromfree to nibble at the grasslands, and Karthanos
protected by the denon angels and free to weak his will on eastern Candar."

Fornal frowned before answering. "He will not cross the Wsthorns agai nst the dark angels."

"Not across their lands, but what will happen after he takes Spidlar? He will, sooner or |ater.
Can he not nmove all his troops south into Analeria and swi ng through the southern passes into
Cerl yn?"

Fornal stroked his black beard, rubbed his chin, then | ooked up as Zel dyan cl osed the door
behi nd her. She carried the blond Nesslek, his eyes closed, cradled in her arns.

"You were speaking of Karthanos?" she asked, easing herself back into the wooden arnthair.
"Best we consider the scroll, first. How long has it been since word has come out of Cyador?"

"Al nost a generation. Genglois found one scroll in the old library, and there are others, but I
bid hi mcease searching,” said Fornal. "It also referred to the copper mnes. Cenglois said that
Ber phi -he was the Lord of Cyador then-died thereafter, and the Cyadorans never pursued the issue."

Gethen lifted the scroll. "Do we ignore the denand? Do we ask for reconpense? We cannot fight
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another land ... not after last fall."

"Whay do we not send a polite answer that says nothi ng?" asked Zeldyan. "As if we totally
m sunder st ood? They think we are ignorant forest-dwellers anyway."

"It mght buy time, and we can use nuch of that," nused Gethen. "But why does the Enperor of
Cyador trouble us now?"

"According to Skiodra and the other traders that frequent the outlying stations-"

"Qutlying stations?" asked For nal

"They do not permit outsiders' parties within Cyador-a few travel ers perhaps, but certainly not

traders, especially not after the Kyphrans tried to seize that isolated port town," Zel dyan
expl ai ned.
"Quarstyad," confirmed Gethen. "It seens to have roused this Lephi against us all. Wat do we

know of hi n?"
"Sone of the Cyadorans have no great |ove of this Lephi. There was a struggle for the
successi on, and he ousted his bel oved younger brother."

"I recall that," Fornal noted. "In the end, the ol der brother nurdered the younger, but they
called it a battle." The dark-haired man smled crookedly. "Younger brothers have a way of being
| oved, | gather. Especially after they're dead."

"I don't think Relyn is dead," said Zeldyan. "And | don't appreciate the coment. | have al ways
| oved you both."

Fornal | ooked down at the table. "I amsorry, sister. That was uncalled for."

"What do you think about Zel dyan's idea?" asked Gethen, his weathered face carefully inpassive.

The younger man nodded. "If we make the response flowery enough, we can nmanage severa

exchanges of nessages. Especially if we express our concerns that it has been so |ong since |ast
we heard fromthe great and nmighty | and of Cyador."

"We'll have to give in or express defiance sooner or later," the bl ond wonman cauti oned.

"It takes a fast messenger nearly two eight-days to reach Cyad," said Gethen, "and we cannot be
expected to respond the day we receive such a message.”

"Fine," said Zel dyan, opening her blouse and easing Nesslek to her breast. "W can buy a
season, perhaps a year. Then what ?"

"G ve the copper mnes to Ildyrom" suggested Fornal, "and |l et himcope with Cyador, except
that woul dn't be honorable."
"Even if it were honorable, | would prefer another course," said Gethen. "But the |onger before

we nust face any other land in battle the better.”
The three nodded, not exactly in unison, but in agreenent.

VI |

IN THE DIM |ight cast by the fat candl es-one on each of the six tables-Nylan pushed the platter
away. He'd eaten too nmuch, too quickly. Then he smled at the irony. A year ago, they'd all been
on the verge of starvation-that had certainly contributed to Ellysia' s weakness and the chaos
fever that had killed her and | eft Dephnay an orphan. Now, Westw nd had enough in its |arders that
Nylan felt confortably full. Blynnal's cooking had al so hel ped. Ryba had pulled her chair to the
side, and the glowi ng enbers in the hearth added sone light and a gentle warnth to the big room
The Marshal rocked Dyliess in her arns, gently. "That was good," Huldran said. Nylan nodded.

Hol ding a sl eepy Dyliess to her shoulder, and patting her back, Ryba pushed back her chair and

gl anced at Ayrlyn. "Could we have a song?"

"Il get ny lutar." The heal er/singer rose. Behind her, so did Istril.

"It's good Ayrlyn's teaching Istril and Llyselle the songs," the Marshal remarked quietly.

"I didn't know that Llyselle was learning them" Nylan took a |ong swallow of water from his
goblet. He didn't like the bitterness of the tea in the evening, not unless his nmuscles were
exceedi ngly sore fromsmthing, and, despite his wiry frame, that soreness didn't occur that often
anynore. Then, after alnbst two years, he'd adjusted to a |lot of heavy labor, fromsmthing to
practicing with netal weapons designed to inflict nmaxi num danage on other individual s-preferably
whi | e escaping the receipt of sinmilar injuries.

"Li ke the songs . "

" some of them.
si nger makes them sound so good

Ayrlyn did make them sound good-if she'd just refrain fromever perform ng the song she'd
conposed about the mighty smth Nylan. That one, reflected the silver-haired man, was truly awful
He shifted his weight on the bench and took another sip of the cold water, glad that he'd had a
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chance to take a warm shower-warm for Westwi nd, anyway-before the evening nmeal. Hi s self-designed
wat er system had not frozen once during the winter, and all the recruits who had hel ped with the
repairs were even gl adder than he had been. They hadn't been so glad the previous fall when he'd
insisted on greater cover for the water lines and a few other |aborious details.

Ayrlyn slipped back into the great room al nbst unnoticed until she stood at the hearth, her
flame-red hair glinting with a light of its own. Istril eased up beside her

The two strumred a few chords, |ooked at each other, then began to sing.

"On the Roof of the Wirld, 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 ny boots,
Wth the Legend in song, then, | set down ny roots.

The denons have cl ai ned you, forever in |ight,

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 blades at your side.

The bl ades at your side, now, rust always be bright,

And the Legend we hold to is that of the right.

For never will guards |ose the heights of the sky,

And never can Westwind this Legend deny .

And never can Westwind this Legend deny. "

"Good!" offered Ryba, am d the scattered applause. "Each tinme it gets better."

Nyl an had to agree with that, although he knew that Ayrlyn had nore than m xed feelings about
creating songs to fuel a female mlitaristic culture. So did he, but given the reception they had
gotten fromthe locals, there weren't many options, not on a planet where wonen had virtually no
rights-at | east anywhere the angels had heard of so far

At the sane tine, Nylan reflected, he had, in sone ways, even fewer options. His guts
ti ghtened, reninding himthat he was deceiving hinself. In Candar, any man had sone options. He
swal | owed, wondering why his growi ng nastery of the local order fields was acconpani ed by an equa
vulnerability to the pain of death and increasing disconfort with deception and untruth. And by
i ncreasi ng uneasi ness with Ryba, he reninded hinself, an uneasi ness conpounded by his feelings of
responsibility toward his children

O is it a worry about the alternative? About having to face an unfamiliar outside world al one?
He shook his head, again recognizing that there was sonething about the order fields that forced
nore sel f-exam nation, self-exam nation that was never exactly wel come.

The smth's eyes went through the darkness, no barrier to any of the silver-haired guards, to
study Daryn. The blond young nan fidgeted ever so slightly on the bench beside Hyessa. Hryessa,
one of the first refugees to Westw nd, had developed into a first-class guard, a denmon with a
bl ade according to Saryn. Her eyes were rapt and fixed on Ayrlyn.

"A ballad," called Llyselle. "The Sybran one."

The redheaded heal er readjusted the lutar, touching the tuning pegs and strunming the strings
bef ore she 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 |ain.

"When the green tips break the snow,
When the cold streans start to flow,
When the snow hares turn to bl ack
Sing out to call our |ove back

"When the plains grass whispers gold
Wien the red bl oons flower bold,
Wien the year's foals gallop |ong
Hold to the fall and our song. ..."

The stillness was al nbst absolute in the hall, punctuated by a scattered cough or two. The

menory of Sybra was still too raw for the survivors, and the grief was too pal pable even to the
worren from Candar
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"Sonet hi ng cheerier?" suggested Hul dran
Ayrlyn nodded, murmured to Istril, and began agai n.

"Al'l day | dragged a boat of stone

and carme honme when you weren't al one,

so | took all those blasted rocks

and buried all your boyish fancy | ocks..

and took you for a ride in ny boat of stone...."

Nyl an wasn't certain how nuch cheerier the song was, but the locals especially loved it,
per haps because Ayrlyn had reversed the sexes in the verses.

In the end, the |ast song was predictably the sane.

"The guard song ... the guard song!" chanted the newer recruits.

Ayrlyn | ooked wyly at Nylan; Istril just |ooked at the floor. 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-lost Heaven
to the heights of Westw nd keep

we will hold our blades in order
and never |et our honor sleep

"Fromthe skies of light-iced towers
to the denons' place on earth,
we will holdfast Iightning s 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 let our honor sleep...."

Nyl an still wasn't sure about honor, since it seemed to himthat people who tal ked a | ot about
it killed a lot of people and then paid a far higher price than anyone ever intended.

He nmanaged to stifle a yawn as he rose fromthe bench and rubbed his stiff backside. The
benches were wood, and hard, after sitting for a long time, songs or no songs.

He gl anced around, but Ayrlyn was gone, and so were Istril, Siret, Huldran, and Ryba.
He shrugged and headed for the jakes before bed. Tonorrow, there would be nore smithing-nore
bl ades-and he still wasn't quite sure they were a good idea, but he had none better

The rough formfor Daryn's foot was taking |onger, far |onger, than he had thought, since he
had to squeeze it injust as Relyn's handbook had taken | onger and had had to be worked in between
the endl ess weapons creation

He stifled another yawn as he turned toward the | ower-1level jakes, stifled a yawmn and tried not
to think about children and Ryba and t he darkness that was Candar

VI

THE STOCKY GRAY- HAI RED man wai ted as Zel dyan knelt, patting Nesslek's back until the boy's
breat hi ng was regul ar. Then she eased himfromhis side to his back and covered himwith the
bl anket .

After a last |ook at her son, she rose, crossed the room and sat opposite Gethen across the
| ow table, where she filled both goblets that rested there. She took a small sip fromher own,
followed by a nibble fromthe pastry she had started earlier

"You were sayi ng?" he asked quietly.

"Father," said Zeldyan slowy. "You remenber Hissl, the wizard who tried to claimthe |ronwods
by | eadi ng an expedition to defeat the dark angel s?"

"I heard about it. | was in Rulyarth at the tinme, you recall." Gethen lifted the goblet and
si pped the wine. "The angels destroyed themto the last man, despite Hissl's w zardry. The angels
had a bl ack mage. | suppose they still do."

"He was the one who used the fires of Heaven ..." Zeldyan broke off the sentence, and | ooked
down at the table. "Just like Sillek, he probably didn't have any choice. If he hadn't killed ...
he woul d have died."
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"You don't hate hin®" asked Cethen.

"Why? You know who | hate." Zel dyan toyed with her goblet, then set it down w thout drinking.
"Hissl did not lead the first expedition, the one after Relyn's, | nean. The | eader was a big man
fromthe Roof of the Wrld."

"That seens strange, if true. Wiy do you nention that?"

"For Nesslek's sake, | have to think. | cannot be bound by old hates or tradition." The bl onde
took another small sip of wine. "I doubt that there is a single |and where everyone is happy.
Peopl e come to Lornth fromJerans, or go fromhere to Westwi nd or Suthya."

"As far as | can see, only wonen go to Westwind." CGethen refilled his goblet.

"Once they canme to Lornth from Cyador, those who weren't slaughtered . . . according to the old
tales."”

"You still raise the disturbing questions, daughter, after all these years."

"l cannot be who | amnot. That, too, is a formof... honor. | learned that fromSillek."

CGet hen wait ed.

"What do we know of Westwind, really know?" asked Zel dyan. "Except that they destroyed two
arm es?"

"Not much," agreed Get hen

"I think we should be alert to |l earn what we can. Perhaps the dark angels ni ght have sonething
we can use."

"Agai nst Cyador? You were certain that it would conme to battle when we di scussed this before."
Get hen took another sip of the w ne.

"Unl ess matters change,"” she said. "Fornal would fight. If he thinks he nust fight, he wll
want to fight inmrediately."”

"Sonetines that viewis correct.”

"Sonetines," said Zel dyan without agreeing. "I would rather avoid battles."

"One cannot always do that. Sillek hated battles, but he was right to take the fight to
Il dyrom'

"So long as he had Koric and a wizard to |l eave in Clynya. Now what will we do-add to the
arnsnen there?" The blonde lifted a small handful of nuts fromthe dish on the table. "I suppose

we nust. Fornal has fortified Rulyarth, and the people there would not subnit to Suthya now Qur
tribute to Westwi nd keeps the east safe. If Cyador brings trouble, we will need forces in the
sout h anyway. "
"You just said you would avoid battle. What do you seek fromthe dark ones?" Gethen | aughed.
"Do you disagree that battles are costly?" Zeldyan turned toward the wi ndow as the roll of
t hunder runbl ed across Lornth, heral ding nmore spring rain.
"Hardly. But what has this to do with the dark angel s?" Gethen frowned.

"Perhaps nothing. | do think we should talk with any who | eave, if any do, and set out word
that they are to be treated kindly and escorted to Lornth."

"That will not set well with some," pointed out Gethen. "Send those who wish to fight to
d ynya."

"I'ncluding the Lady Ellindyja?"
"I wish | could send her to Westwind or feed her to Ildyroms dogs."
"That woul d not be good for the dogs," said Gethen, "even if they do belong to Ildyrom"

I X

NYLAN LAY ON his couch in the darkness, listening to the wind as it rattled the shutters.

He' d scarcely seen Ayrlyn in the past two days, not since she'd sung the night before last. Was
she avoi di ng hi n? Wy?

The shutters rattled again.

What did he want? To live alone, to stay alone at the top of the tower he had built? To forge
enough peerless blades to |last generations-until Ryba needed his talents for sonme other form of
mass destruction?

What did he want fromhis Iife, this Iife that had changed so nuch in the blink of a ship's
powernet that had fluxed and crashed? Then, had he known what he had wanted before, or just |et
the service dictate things? Building the tower had been the first big thing he had wanted
and it was done, and buil ding another woul dn't be the same, even if it were needed.

He shook his head.

The shutters rattled yet once nore, and the smth turned on his couch until his eyes rested on
the cl osed wi ndow and shutters. He and Ayrlyn had started to get close before winter closed in
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around them but the confinement of the tower hadn't hel ped. O had that been an excuse?

He and Ayrlyn had agreed not to sleep together regularly because . . . because why? Because he
was treading on thin ice with Ryba? Because he didn't want to just drift into another
rel ati onshi p? Because he recogni zed that Ayrlyn needed a total commtnent, and he didn't want to
be forced?

Wth a deep breath, he turned back over, away fromthe rattling of the w ndow and the | ow
whi stle of the w nd.

Plick! A drop of water splattered on the planked floor, probably fromthe slowy nelting ice
meking its way through the slates of the tower roof, in places where two winters had frozen and
crunbl ed the nortar they had used instead of the roofing tar they did not have.

Plick!

The smith took another |ong breath, then-paused at what sounded |ike a whisper outside his door-
or bare feet on the cold stones of the tower steps. But Ryba's door had not opened. He woul d have
heard if it had, and he had had nothing to do with Ryba since before the great battle of the
previ ous autum.

Plick!

H s own door opened, and Nyl an glanced t hrough the darkness, not that it hanpered his view The
strange underjunp that had translated the Wnterlance to whatever world they had found-Iike al
worl ds, the natives merely called it "the world" or "the earth"-the underjunp that had turned his
hair living silver had al so given himnight vision that was nearly as good as his day vision

Plick!

The figure that slipped into his roomdid not have Ayrlyn's flame-red hair, but silver hair.

"I'stril?" he whispered, half sitting up

Her finger touched his Iips and her Iips whispered in his ear. "Just tonight. |I talked with the
heal er, and we agreed." There was a pause. "Unlike sonme, Nylan, | wouldn't deceive you."
"But-"

"I want a daughter, and I want you to be her father. This is one of ny visions."

Before he could protest again, the slight and wiry figure eased out of the robe she had worn
and under the thin blanket, her skin snmoboth and warm agai nst his-except for very cold feet.

"Your feet-"

"They're cold, but don't nmake fun of ne. This is hard .
head in his shoulder for a nonent.

Nyl an coul d feel the dampness of her cheeks on his bare skin. He eased his arns around her
even as he wondered. Ayrlyn? Istril would not have lied, not for anything.

Ayrlyn? Wiy woul d she have agreed?

He stroked Istril's silver hair for a long time before he kissed her, gently, before her I|ips
trenbl ed under his, before he chose not to resist what had been offered.

Istril shivered, and buried her

X

LEPHI GAZED QUT across the polished white tiles of the Great Hall of Cyad and stifled a yawn. Just
bel ow t he oversized nmal achite and silver throne, to the Lord of Cyador's right, stood the white
wi zard Thenphi. Farther below and to the [ eft |ooned Duhru, the Voice of H s M ghtiness.

"W might as well get this facade over with," nuttered the Lord of Cyador. "Announce the
recei ving of petitions."”

"H's Mghtiness Lephi the White, Lord of Cyador, ruler of all lands fromthe nountains of the
skies to the oceans of the west, Protector of the Steps to Paradi se, Son of the Rational Stars,
stands ready to receive the petitions of his people. Those with worthy petitions, draw near with
good consci ence." Duhru's voice booned across the great hall, and the three-story-high gil ded
doors in the rear of the hall slid open nearly silently, the hiss of steamnerely a whisper | ost
in the vastness of the chanber.

Three figures slowy marched across the white tiles and stood on the shimrering and spotl ess
tiles beneath the throne.

"Decl are your petition," runbled Duhru, "if you are w thout darkness and a follower of the way
of whiteness."”

The first petitioner-a nmid-aged man wearing the white surplice of a petitioner over heavy work
trousers and tuni c- bowed. "Mst powerful Lord of Cyador, Protector of the Steps to Paradi se, hear
my petition.”

"The Lord hears all," responded Duhru. "State your petition."

"The officers of the Eighth Mrror Lancers have di shonored ny youngest daughter, and | ask
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redress. Only you can restore her honor."

Lephi gl anced toward Thenphi .

"They say they used no force, and that they offered a dozen silvers toward her dowy,"
whi spered the white w zard.

"Those officers have honored your daughter,
by adding two golds to that dowy."

The stocky man bowed, his forehead slick with sweat. "I seek no dowy. | seek honor. | hunbly
ask that you di shonor those officers. No officer of the greatest lord should defile a young girl."
"The Lord of Cyador has heard your petition," booned Duhru. "You nay go and tell all of his

generosity."

"NO" The white-clad nan charged the steps to the dais. "Your officers are pigs. They are sows,
and you slop them" A flanming arrow fl ashed fromthe bal cony gratework, the nmark of an Archer of
the Rational Stars, catching the man in the chest. The other two petitioners watched, nouths
partly open as the first petitioner crunpled.

After a nod from Lephi toward Thenphi, a fireball arced toward the dying man, then expl oded.
Only a handful of scattered ashes sifted through the air.

"Question the lancer officers. |f they dishonored the girl, do what is necessary. If not, have
her join her father."

"So it is with unworthy petitions and petitioners, and those who reject the generosity of the
lord," intoned Duhru. "Let the next petitioner offer his petition."

"Mpst puissant Lord of Cyador, Protector of the Steps to Paradise, the citizens of Wbar hunbly
beseech Your M ghtiness for a token of his support for the blessing of the newriver piers."” The
elderly man in the white surplice added in a wavering tone, "Only a token, Your M ghtiness."

"They are fearful because Whbar is downstream fromthe Accursed Forest," Thenphi expl ai ned.

Lephi nodded. "You shall have such a token. May your piers bring all prosperity and good
trade."

declared Lephi. "I will also increase that honor

"May the next petitioner approach,” runmbled Duhru, "if he is without darkness and a follower of
the way of whiteness."”
"Your Suprene Mghtiness . . . the peasants in Celiendra have presented a petition, and the

regi onal governor has endorsed it." The functionary in gold bowed twice. On the second bow,
droplets of perspiration splattered on the polished white tiles of the floor

"Lick those up, Husenar. | don't like the floors soiled, especially when ny administrators are
acting for others.”

Husenar conplied, then straightened, standing stiffly.

"What about this petition? Wiy need it be brought to me? Why did they not present it
t hemsel ves?"

"The Accursed... Forest... rods and rods of the rice fields and the bean fiel ds-those not
al ready fl ooded-they are gone."
" Gone?"

"The forest has awakened-"

"The Forest of the Nanel ess? Have the wards fail ed? The wards have never failed."

Husenar bowed again. "The wards are no nore, and the forest lives."

"I have taken their petition under advisenment, and I will act accordingly."

After the petitioners and Duhru departed and the doors cl osed, Lephi turned to Thenphi. "About
that mess with the Eighth Mrror-"

"They could not so dishonor a peasant."”

"Thenphi . . . did you not hear what | said? Wen a man is so distraught he will die rather
than accept two years' wages for a dowy, something is wong. She is doubtless a spinel ess wench,
but when peasants believe such girls are innocent they do not pay taxes, except under duress, and
we do not need that now | tell you again: you will find the guilty parties. If they are the
of ficers, they can al so choose duty to protect the people of CGeliendra fromthe Accursed Forest-

for the rest of their lives." Lephi smled coldly. "I want every peasant to know that | heard and
acted, and every officer to know that girls outside the househol ds of officers or the pleasure
class are to be left untouched. | do not care how many pai d concubi nes they have, but they nust be

sure that the purchases of concubines are well w tnessed. Wll w tnessed." He paused. "O course,
if it is the girl, and you had best be very sure, then she should be publicly violated by at |east
a conpany of Mrror arnmsnen. \Watever happens, | want both puni shnent choices made public, so that
| receive no nore petitions such as this."

Thenphi swal | owed.

"Send sone of the engineers to check the forest, and the wards. How coul d they possibly have
fail ed?"
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"I do not know." Thenphi shifted his weight fromone foot to the other. "The wards are very
ol d, and the ancient accounts record that the forest was cunning and patient before it was
restrained.”

"Then you will go and repair the danage, and restrain the forest once again. After you conplete
your work on this nmess with the girl. Send no engineers fromthe Second. W need themto re-create
the fireships, to reclaimthe ocean fromthe eastern traders." Lephi stared at the wi zard. "Had
your predecessors not allowed the ancient fireships to deteriorate, we would have no such
probl enms. "

"Sire, they had no choice."

"There is always a choice."

"Not where chaos is concerned." Thenphi ignored the danpness on his forehead.

"Do you question your Enperor, Thenphi ?"

"Enperors have choices, Sire, except where order and chaos neet. The same is true of wi zards. |
cannot change what was and is, even at your conmand."”

"Bah . . . you sound just like Triendar. Do they cast spells over you when you are young SO
that you all sound alike?"

"Chaos and order do not change because we exist, Sire." Thenphi shifted his weight again.

"W zard, your powers nust serve Cyad, not the other way around. See that they do, or your
nephew s children or his children's children will bow under the yoke of the easterners. Lands

ei ther beconme nore powerful or |less powerful and then perish. | intend to make sure Cyador becones
nmore powerful. You may go."

"Yes, Sire."
X

EVEN BEFORE NYLAN sat at the table and bal anced Dyliess on his right knee, his eyes kept ranging
to the end of the great roomtoward the central pedestal and the staircase. He could feel the
slight novenent of warmair fromthe furnace ducts set in the central stone pedestal that held the
stairs and around which the tower was built. Interspersed with the warnth were gusts of cold dry
air fromthe opening of the nmain tower door as guards headed up to handle livestock details or
wood- carryi ng.

Br eakfast was the usual -sonme bread, some cheese, and for the stout-hearted, sone thin porridge.
Eati ng one-handed, Nylan suffered through the yellow green bitter root-and-1leaf tea, taking quick
si ps and keeping the nmug out of reach of Dyliess's curious fingers. The bread was dark and col d,
but hearty and chewy.

"Caaaa ... da ... 0000 . H s daughter's hands grasped for his bread.

"Grabby, isn't she, ser?" said Hryessa fromfarther down the table.

"They all are at this age, fromwhat |I can tell,"” Nylan answered. "They want to grab the world
and explore.”

"Don't we all?" munbled Huldran, finishing a wedge of cheese and sone bread.

Nyl an reached out and redirected Dyliess's wandering hand, in time to keep her from grasping
the spout of the teapot. "Exploration gets dangerous."

"True enough even when you get older." Saryn frowned, then added after a nmoment of silence,
"Ryba said you were working on nore bl ades. ™

"We' ve been working on blades on and off all winter. Don't you have enough yet?"

"For now. She insists we'll have over fourscore guards by fall, maybe nore, that we'll have to
convert half the fifth level into a barracks roomor sonething." Saryn turned her head as if Ryba
were to appear, and the short, dark brown hair seened al nost black in the great roomlit by only
the four armagl ass windows. "Or start adding to the tower," Nylan said. "You said it would hold
over a hundred."

"It will,” the smith answered, his eyes still seeking Ayrlyn, He hadn't seen Istril, either.
"How many years will it take to build the addition if each stone has to be chi pped out of the
canyon with a sl edge and chisel ?" Sonmehow, Nylan wasn't thrilled about adding to Wstw nd, but he
wasn't about to voice that |ack of enthusiasm

"Ch..."

"Exactly." Nylan fed Dyliess a norsel of bread, although she'd already eaten. Dyliess pronptly
gummed it and deposited starchy brown drool on Nylan's hand.

"I was wondering," ventured the dark-haired forner ship's pilot. "lIs there any way you could
forge nore bows? | mean, you started on the first blades with the laser, but you nanaged to forge
the others."
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"There's corntlit left,"” Nylan acknow edged, "but it's a directional heatshield conposite. |
had the denon's own time cutting it with a laser. It just fragnments into strands when |'ve tried
tocut it with a chisel, and bench shears just jamor chew it into shreds. Then there are the
alloys. | can't even soften the Iightweight, high-tenp ones, and those were what | used for those
bows." He shook his head. "l've tried, but. . ."

He frowned. Had that flash of flanme-red been Ayrlyn headed down to the kitchen?

"I thought I'd ask. W've only got sixteen of those killer bows." Saryn coughed. Al too many
guards coughed through the winter, probably fromtoo much nmouth breathing outside in the chill of
the Roof of the Wrld. "W only lost one in the battle."

"You threatened to di snenber any guard who | ost one, even if she were dying," said Huldran. "I
remenber that."

"I was right," Saryn said. "They're twice as good as anything the | ocals have, and they're not
repl aceabl e.”

"There's still too much up here that's not replaceable,” Nylan offered. "W need a better |ow
tech base."

"Li ke your sawm || ?" Saryn grinned. "Wat cones after that?"

"I thought about a flour mill, but we're too high to grow grain-"

"He never stops thinking, does he?" The nunber two of the Westwi nd guards finished her tea with
a gul p.

There was too nmuch to think about, reflected Nylan, from Ryba's coldness to children to Ayrlyn,
not to nention snmthing. He'd still only rough-formed the prosthetic foot for Daryn-sonething for

a man woul d certainly be ow on Ryba's priority list, he suspected, far bel ow weapons.

"Got to run," added Saryn. "W're going to see what it's |ike down bel ow near that grove of
har dwoods off the | ower neadow bel ow t he brickworks. You renenber those ironwood trees? They're
| ousy for woodworking, but the healer says they'll make good charcoal. You did say you needed
charcoal . "

"I did. W can't do nmuch at the smithy without it."

"Daaaa..." injected Dyliess, lurching toward Nylan's nug again.

By the time he had intercepted her grasping fingers and had his tea under control, Saryn was
headed out of the great hall

"She's a handful ," said Hul dran.

"Saryn? She's not bad."

"I meant your daughter." Hul dran | aughed. "Already, she has a nind of her own."

Li ke her nother, Nylan thought, but he only said, "She does."” Then he finished the last of his
own tea and a | ast norsel of cheese before standing and |urching off the bench and toward the
stairs to the tower's |ower |evel

Still carrying Dyliess, Nylan made his way down the stone stairs into the warnth bel ow. Turning
away fromthe heat of the kitchen, where Blynnal and her crew | abored, Nylan found Ayrlyn in the
corner of the lowest-level roomin the tower- in the corner of the woodworking area, sitting on a
stool and practicing chords on her lutar. She was not singing, and her eyes were puffy.

"I kept | ooking for you," he said, shifting Dyliess.

"Why?" she asked.

"Because | wanted to talk to you."

"Quuuu, " nimcked Dyliess.

"There's nothing to talk about."

"Yes, there is.”

"What ?" Ayrlyn's voice was flat.

"What about | ast night? Wy? And why woul dn't you conme to breakfast?"

"Because..." Ayrlyn took a deep breath. "I don't like sharing you, but | can't do what Ryba
did. First, there's no technology left, and, second, | wouldn't trick you. It's not easy." The
heal er took a deep shuddering breath. "Her daughter will be all Istril really ever has, you know?
How could | deny her that? You' ve saved her life twice, and she worships you, and it ... it has to
be nore personal . . ." Tears oozed fromthe corners of the healer's deep brown eyes.

"What about Weryl ?" Nylan shook his head. "I'm mi ssing sonmething. A lot of sonethings." He
reached out and took her hand with his left hand, the free one. "That can wait. |'ve been thinking

"About time..." Ayrlyn swall owed once, tw ce, then spoke again. "How long can Istril count on

Weryl staying in Westwind with Ryba's distrust of nen? Until he's fifteen or twenty and slips
of f?" Ayrlyn coughed, trying to clear her throat. "He is your son. Do you really think he'll buy
all of Ryba's propaganda? Especially with all the | egends about you?"

"You talk as if | won't be there."
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"You won't. You and Ryba barely tolerate each other. Everyone sees it, but no one says

anything. Ryba still needs nore bl ades, and you feel responsible for Dyliess, and Wryl, and
Kyal ynn. How | ong can you hang in there for the children before . " The fl ane-haired heal er
shook her head. "Nylan ... you're sweet, but you're dense about sone things."

"I know. | know." Nylan glanced toward the end of the room where Mirkassa entered, along with
two ot her new guards-one called Jiess, Nylan thought. "Let's take a wal k. "

" Now?"

"Now," the smith insisted. "Or as soon as | can hand Dyliess over to Antyl for a little bit."

"Just a nonment." Ayrlyn eased the lutar into the case and then set the case up on one of the
enpty shelves that had held planks and tinber earlier in the winter. "I'll neet you at the end of
the causeway. Don't be long, or I'Il freeze solid."

"It's spring."

"I'"ll freeze half-solid."

"Il hurry."

Nyl an trudged back up to the nursery and | ooked around, finally seeing Antyl in the corner
nearest the north door that led to the bat hhouse and | aundry.

"Be wondering how | ong afore you'd be here," said the nahogany-haired worman, extendi ng her arns
to Dyliess. "Jakon misses the silver-heads. He be telling when they're not here. So's Dephnay.
It's Iike they reassure the others. Like you do, ser."

Part of their heritage? An earlier manifestation of sensitivity to the order fields-the bl ack
"magi ¢c" of Candar?

"Me?" asked Nylan involuntarily.

"You and the flame-healer. And the other silvertops. People settle down round you. Except the
Marshal , but she's the Angel, and that's different. Don't know as to what sonme of us had done,
weren't for Westwind. Now, don't ye be minding nme. Your little ones be fine."

Nyl an sniled and headed for the main door to the tower- the south door, pausing as Llyselle
passed, carrying in an arm oad of stove wood for Bl ynnal

"How s the hand?" he asked.

"Al nost heal ed." The silver-haired guard shook her head. "So stupid. | just took ny eyes off
the saw an instant. You survive battles, and alnost |ose a hand to a saw, a friggi ng handsaw. "

"It happens."

"It's still stupid, but I was lucky you and the healer were near." Wth a last snmile, Llyselle

headed toward the | ower |evel. The engineer-smith closed the tower door behind hinself and hurried
out to the end of the causeway, his ship-jacket closed only hal fway.

Despite the bright sun, the first green tendrils of the snowlilies rising through the nelting
whi t eness, and the danpness at the ends of the snow piles flanking the road, Ayrlyn's jacket was
fastened all the way up, her gloved hands in the pockets of the worn heavy-weather parka that was
one of the handful that had come down in the |anders fromthe Wnterl ance.

"Col d?" he asked.

"I"malways cold here, even in sunmer."” Her brown eyes flashed in that way that conveyed a
bl ueness, even though the snith intellectually knew that the blue flash he saw was nore an order

field manifestation than anything visual. Oder field or not, it meant anger. "l've done pretty
wel | for someone not raised in a freezer like the rest of you. | don't hide in the tower, and
don't crouch by the kitchen stove. Darkness knows, | feel like it. But | don't."

"I never said anything about that."

"You don't have to. You're not as bad as the others, but all of you are so dammed condescendi ng
about it. 1'd love to get you down in the |lowands in sumer, and then smle at you while the
sweat pours off your forehead and you feel like you' re going to fall over from heatstroke."

Nyl an pursed his lips. Was he really that bad? "Am | that bad?"

"No. Not usually, but I'min a lousy nood. And you ought to know why. That is something you
shoul d know. "

"You' ve been here for ne . " he said slowy. "Wen no one else was . . . not anyone who
under st ood. "

"There were others? You told ne-"

"There weren't any others. Except... for last night... there never have been ... not since
al nost a season before the bat-tie last fall. | told you that, and it was true. There weren't any
others, because | don't get close to just bodies. |'"'mnot a Gerlich. | never have been. And

can't talk about it."

"That's been clear, and |I've tried to be understanding.
gli stening.

"Then . . . why?" he asked hel pl essly.

Ayrlyn shook her head, her eyes
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Ayrlyn wal ked fromthe causeway out to the road and turned toward the ridge, |eaving Nylan
standi ng by hi nsel f.

He turned to follow, repeating his question. "Wy?"

"Don't you understand, Nylan? | won't beg. | won't ask." The flanme-haired heal er began to wal k
nmore briskly out toward the bridge.

Nyl an hurried after her, then settled into a quick wal k beside her. For a tinme he wal ked
silently, hoping she woul d say nore. She didn't.

"Did you ever think that | don't |ike begging, either?" he finally asked.

"Beggi ng? When all you have to do is Iift a finger, and any guard in the tower would crawl to
your couch?" Ayrlyn stopped in the nmiddle of the small bridge and turned eastward, | ooking out
across the slownelting snow, into the glare of the md-norning sun off the expanse of white.
Beyond the drop-off, in the distance rose the dark spires of the high forest, now that the
evergreens had shed their cloak of winter white.

"I didn't notice you crawing," he said slowmy. "And | haven't lifted ny finger, as you put it,
to beckon anyone el se.”

"I won't crawl. For you. For anyone. And you didn't turn Istril away, not at all."

Nyl an sighed. "It didn't seemright to have her in ny bed, and it didn't seemright to turn her
away. Especially when she said she'd talked to you. She doesn't lie,"

"That's a great line. | bedded her because she doesn't lie."

Nyl an wi nced, as though a Lornian arrow had sl anmed through him "That isn't what | neant. It
wasn't an easy situation.”

"You think it was easy for ne? You ought to know by now how | feel. Yet you stand there and
|l ook at me as if | had four heads or spouted chaos and fireballs with every word."

Nyl an | ooked down at the cold, cold stones of the bridge underfoot. After a nonent, he forced
his eyes up and to neet Ayrlyn's. "Wuld you believe"-he swallowed, trying to force the words out -
"that you're so honest that it scares nme worse than facing those w zards did?"

Her eyes did not flicker, just waited.

"I"'mnot that honest. And |I'mnot very brave. | never wanted to be captain. You know that. How
could a man who deep inside fears everything . . . how could | ever |ead people? How could | ask
you . . . ?"

A faint smle crossed her lips, like the glimer of sunshine after a storm "The way you just
did ... by being honest with ne ... by not trying to be the solid engineer that no one touches. |
don't want a hero image. | don't want a nale version of Ryba. | have fears, Nylan. Everyone does.
You do. | can deal with that. | just can't deal with a man who hi des from hi nsel f."

H des fromhinmsel f... yes, you do. The engineer licked his lips, ignoring the chill ice that
coated them then sublinmated away. "I have a lot... to learn.”

"So doI. WII you learn it with nme?"

"If you're gentle with me ... that kind of honesty is hard," he adnitted.

"Al'l honesty is hard. So is love." Her eyes were brown soft, and deep, and he felt lost in
them lost in wondering what he had not seen, what nust have been so obvious. H s hands reached
for hers as they stood on the stones of the bridge he had built, in the cold spring of Wstwi nd.

X1

THE WH TE- ROBED wi zard stood near the front of the barge, on the raised section of deck right
behind the three-cubit-w de bronze cleats, each shaped |i ke a horned ox, around which the two
ropes had been wound. "Cee-ah..." The | ow sounds of the boat drovers whispered across the cana
surface in the gray before dawn as the four oxen pulled the gilded Wiite Lily northward from
Fyrad, their hoofs clicking faintly on the worn paving stones originally laid for the ancient
steamtugs that | ong ago pulled the barges fromthe city of the Wnter Pal ace, propelled by the
same chaos engi nes that the Second Conpany of Wite Engineers was |laboring to re-create for H's
M ghtiness's fireship under construction at Cyad.

Thenphi frowned. These days, oxen were nore dependabl e, far nore dependable. As for building a
replica of an ancient fireship ... he shook his head. Miintaining the steam device for the pal ace
doors was tiring enough, yet Lephi wanted a fireship, with an ancient fire cannon, regardl ess of
the cost and the inpact on that precarious bal ance between order and chaos.

He gl anced back at the | ow superstructure that held the privil eged passengers, and the seven
remaining guilty Mrror Lancer officers, then at the canvas awni ng under which the other
passengers slept. One of the officers had attenpted to assault the w zard. Thenphi had turned the
proceeds fromthe resale of that officer's household and concubi nes over to the wonged peasant

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (21 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:37 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2004%620-%20T he%20Chaos%20Bal ance.txt

girl along with a year's pay fromeach officer. In that, Lephi had been right. Erratic as the
Enmperor was, he was nmore often correct than not. The white w zard shook his head as he gl anced
westward in the general direction of Cyad.

"A peasant girl . . . and she will be the richest wonman in ... what is that wetched place

Nystrad." Thenphi stretched and | ooked at the deckhouse where young Fissar still slept. The
young al ways sl ept, unaware of the continual balancing acts required of their elders.

Far behind the deckhouse were the piers of Fyrad where the swift coaster had brought himfrom
Cyad, far nore swiftly than taking the North Hi ghway.

Then his eyes dropped back to the glasslike surface of the canal

Wat er bugs, alnobst as large as the wizard's clenched fist, skinmed across the shinmering
surface, darting between the stalks of the reeds trinmmed back to I ess than a cubit above the
water, even with the snooth graystone blocks that forned the side of the west towpath of the
wat erway. The barge glided northward from Fyrad al ong the G eat Canal, past trimmed reeds and
anci ent stone canal walls.

A kay or so to the east of the canal, the river wound a nore sinuous course, and one nore
dangerous, with its popul ation of stun lizards and sharp-toothed crocodators. The river was used
by the peasants who had no coins to pay the tolls of the canal-and those who wi shed to avoid the
keen-eyed I nperial inspectors.

"Cee ... ah ..."

Thenphi fingered his snmoot h-shaven chin, |ooking straight down and catching sight of his own
angel - shaded reflection in the silver-gray waters.

The white-trimed bl ue barge continued to glide through the mrror-snooth waters of the G eat
Canal , another work that Thenphi knew could not be replicated by the Empire he served. North
toward the Accursed Forest, that expanse of... who knew what that had been bounded by white stone
wal | s and wards since the founding of Cyador-and perhaps before.

He shivered as he thought of the teetering bal ance between order and chaos that awaited him

Xl

THE MARE' S HOOFS squushed as she carried Nyl an down the nuddy road toward the brickworks-and the
nmllpond. Beside him Ayrlyn rode a chestnut mare. As usual, her jacket was fastened-all but the
very top-and Nylan's was only | oosely cl osed.

Less than a hundred cubits to their right-west-the rock rose in a sheer cliff nearly a kay up
to the high neadow pl ateau that held Westwi nd. The two had started their ride after breakfast, and
it was approachi ng m d-norning, although they had not pushed their nounts. Riding in the nud took
| onger, especially crossing the occasional snowdrifts, sone of which renained nearly wai st high
and the route was anything but direct. The direct route would have been over the cliff. Instead,
they had to ride along the road fromthe tower up the ridge and down the ridge. Fromthe fork
bel ow the ridge, they headed south and then west along the circular trail that eventually |ed
downhi || through the true upper forests of the Westhorns to border the cliff face. Nyl an supposed
the road eventually | ed somewhere in Lornth, but it wasn't the main road, and neither he nor
Ayrlyn had taken it much beyond the brickworks. Neither had had nmuch tine for idle travel, and on
Ayrlyn's trading runs the previous year, she'd followed the best roads, which were certainly slow
enough.

Nyl an's eyes flitted fromthe road to the trees, and his ears and order senses scanned the
forest beyond the road, though he could sense nothing except rodents, tree rats, and sone birds.

Piles of dirty snow |l ay under the spreadi ng branches of the evergreens, where the trees had
shed their winter coats that had not yet conpletely nmelted. For the first tine since last fall,
Nyl an coul d hear bird calls, even the raucous conments of the |oud-nouthed traitor bird.

- Both the smith and the healer wore the twin black steel alloyed bl ades, and in the conbi ned
qui ver/ case behind Nylan's saddl e was one of the conposite bows he had created with the | ast
energy fromthe laser, and nore than a dozen shafts sporting the black iron arrowheads he had
forged. The snith hoped that he woul dn't have to use the weapons.

"I't's muddier this year," observed Ayrlyn as a glob of nmud flicked by Nylan's nmount struck her
trousers just above her riding boots.

"We had nore snow, and it nelted later. The snow lilies are just poking through the crust now "
"I wondered about that."

"So did I. | suppose our plantings will be later, too."

"The big red deer have only started into the higher forests. Wiich winter is nore typical?"
"This one." Nylan laughed. "It's a good thing the first winter was mld."
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"I'd never call that mild. Wth ice coating all the inside walls of the tower? MId?"

"We didn't have enough firewood. O w ndows. The shutters just couldn't keep out the w nd."

"Or blankets. O food." Ayrlyn shifted her weight in the saddle. "Look! Tracks." She pointed to
the sets of prints in the shaded expanse of snow under the firs to the right of the trail

"A big snow cat, but they're nelted out a bit. Yesterday or the day before, I'd guess. Istri
keeps hoping that I'lIl be able to kill another one, or two so that Weryl can have a parka." The
smth laughed. "The first one al nbst got nme, and the second wasn't nuch better."

"Their coats are warmand soft."

"They al so have claws as |ong as a dagger and sharper."

"Li ke Ryba," offered Ayrlyn

"I'"d bet on her against the cat, bare-handed, even."

"And take odds," added the healer

They both | aughed, and the sound echoed briefly, then vanished into the tall firs and pines
that lined the rough road.

After they eased the mares through yet another deeper and slushy snowdrift, a narrow canyon
appeared to the left, like a gash in the cliff that supported the Roof of the Wrld. The two eased
their nounts up the narrow road, wi dened the year before to allow a cart passage, until they
reached a natural clearing where the brook curved around the exposed clay bank. Behind that was a
| ow bui | di ng.

"There you are-the fabled brickworks." Ayrlyn | eaned over fromthe saddl e and studied the road
and the interspersed patches of snow. "I don't see anything but animl tracks. Hares, deer, and an
old snow cat print, | think."

"Be surprised if the locals were this high this early, but you never know. " Nylan urged the
mare over the rushing rivulet toward the small shuttered brick building and the two | oaf-shaped
out door ovens that conprised the brickworks. The clay pit to the right and downsl ope of the ovens
was filled with water and chunks of ice.

The smith reined up by the pit and studied the slunping sides. Then he shook his head. "Now we
need a punp. Every tinme | think I've gotten caught up, there's sonething else | need to nmeke."

"That's true everywhere." Ayrlyn stopped her chestnut and turned her face into the sun
"Wthout the breeze, it feels alnost warm"

"It is warm" Nylan protested, |oosening his jacket, alnost theatrically.

"For those of you raised in the Sybran freezer, nmaybe. For normal souls, it's still cold as m d-
wi nter on decent worlds."

"Decent is a natter of opinion, ny bel oved healer."

"You never called ne your bel oved heal er before, even joking."

"I should have. | thought it."

"I need to hear things like that. | nmay feel your pain, dear engineer, but my ability to sense
order flows in bodies doesn't translate thoughts, no matter what people say."

"You never called ne 'dear' before, either,"” Nylan said.

"Tit for tat.” Ayrlyn grinned, then gestured. "This project looks all right."

"I worry nore about the mll. W just had to leave it, you know."

"Your heroics on the battlefield didn't |eave you in any shape to do nuch until well after the
snows came, you night recall."”

"They weren't heroics," Nylan said dryly. "And you weren't in nuch better shape, | believe."
The engi neer patted the mare's shoul der, then urged her uphill past the ovens toward the
unconpl eted sawm | | -nostly a flat expanse that conprised the foundation for the mll, and the

stone and brick wall next to the end of the snowfilled mllrace. The troubles he'd had trying to
create even the center of the m |l wheel the fall before!

The smith flicked the reins and eased the nmare uphill again through the knee-deep slush and
toward the dark wall of the mill pond that extended fromthe canyon rock face on his right to the
hillside slope a hundred cubits or nore to his left.

He reined up short of the water that poured downhill like ice-blue crystal. Shards of ice stil
littered the frozen sand and rocky edges of the narrow creek. A gaping hole had been ripped in the
m || pond wall between the two drai nage gates. "Wio did that?" asked Ayrlyn, halting her nount
farther downstream

"I ce, probably." The snmith shook his head. "lI'd guess it will be two eight-days before the
ground's nelted and firmenough to start repairs. Next year, we ought to drain it in the fall,
| eave both gates open.”

The mare whuffed, and Nylan turned her downhill, letting her walk until she was out of the snow
and on the narrow road by the brickworks. Wiile he waited for Ayrlyn, he studied the area again.
The m |l was going to be as nuch of a pain as he'd renenbered. Maybe that was why the ol dtine
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mllers were always weal thy. Sonmehow, he didn't feel so enthusiastic about building the nmill.

"You know," said Ayrlyn as she stopped her nount beside his and fastened her jacket up as the
breeze stiffened. "You talk as if there will be a next year."

"No one's going to challenge Wstwi nd this year, are they? Karthanos spent a | ot of golds, too
much if he intended another battle. He's lost two arnmies in less than a year. And Lornth-who do
they have left to send against us? This Cyador's farther south, and fromwhat | can deternine
they'd have to march over Lornth to get to us."

Ayrlyn brushed back the flanme-red hair off her forehead, but the breeze whi pped the fine short
stands right back across her eyes. "I wasn't thinking about Westwi nd. | was thinking about you."

" VB2

"What happened to Gerlich?"

"I"'mnot like him"

"I know that, but does Ryba? More to the point, does it matter?" Ayrlyn brushed back her hair
again in exasperation. "Al npst every guard in Westwi nd would throw herself in front of an arrow or
a blade for you. How long will Ryba stand that? You' ve already told her you won't stand for stud
on her terns. That nmmkes you a social gelding."

Nyl an wi nced. Ryba had sl aughtered the geldings for food the first winter, and he could
renenber asking hinself if that would be his eventual fate. Ayrlyn was suggesting his tine m ght
be comi ng sooner than he'd thought.

"I can see that the thought isn't totally unforeseen."

"I was thinking about geldings in Westwind," Nylan admitted.

"That. .. you're not. | nean, that's not what | neant." The heal er and singer flushed al nost as
brightly as her hair.
"It isn't?"

Ayrlyn eased the chestnut closer to the mare. "You know, Nylan," she began with a grin,
"someti nes you are such a noble and honorable pain in the ass, such an agonizingly |ong-suffering
and noble pain. Nylan will take it on; Nylan will make it right.” The grin grew wider. "And then
you do."

"I"'mnot that bad," he protested. "I'mnot."

"Ryba thinks so." The grin vanished. "I'm serious. Wy does she have you working so hard,
maki ng weapons that the guards won't need for years? Wiy is she suggesting that you train nore
smths?"

"I'd wondered about that, but she thinks so far in advance."

"It's about time we did."

"We?" Nylan forced a grin.

"We. Istril got the last favor. The very last favor of that nature."

"I was thinking that Siret..."

Ayrlyn put her free left hand on the hilt of the shortsword and drew it enough to show bl ack

steel. "You do, and I won't wait for Ryba for this gelding business."
"l get the point, woman."
"I'f you don't, you will." Ayrlyn resheathed her blade with a wicked grin. "And no nore of this

sl eepi ng al one."

Nyl an groaned, |oudly. Then he grinned.

After a nonent, so did Ayrlyn.

The wi nd whistled, nore loudly, and they both | ooked up to see the | eading edge of a cloud bank
appearing over the cliff edge above.

Ayrlyn shivered. "lI'mcold. Can we start back?"

Nyl an nodded, and flicked the mare's reins. Ayrlyn eased the chestnut up beside himas they
began the | ong and nuddy ride back up to Westw nd.

Gel di ngs? Was that what he had to ook forward to? Wiy didn't he want to face the fact that
Ryba had killed or driven out every nman who' d opposed her will?

Because you share a chil d? Because you fear an unknown worl|l d? Because your feeling of
responsibility for children you didn't intend to sire is at war with your combn sense?

He tried not to sigh, tried to focus on the heal er-the woman by whom he had no children, and
yet who cared nore for himthan Ryba ever had.

X'V

AS NYLAN SET the iron-alloy m x back on the coals to reheat, the alarmtriangle rang fromthe
wat cht ower on the ridge-two doublets.
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Nyl an set the hammer on the rack, and used the tongs to ease the netal to the forge shelf.

"Traders. | suppose | should go. Do you want to finish this one?"

"I"d rather work one nyself, if you don't mnd." Huldran nodded toward Ydrall, who straightened
fromthe bellows. "That way | can show Ydrall what |'m doi ng. Besides, you do strange things to
the metal. | can't get sonething you' ve started working to cone out quite right." Unlike Nylan
who | abored over a true anvil, Huldran used the snmith's original makeshift anvil, created by

bendi ng | ander all oy around a stone bl ock and wedging the result between the fork of a green fir
sunk into the ground.

"Traders . " rmused the snmith. "Early this year. | should see why."

"You're just tired of doing blades, ser."

"I admt it." The smith took a deep breath. "Let's get two dozen of the best of those |oca
crowbars out fromthe covered stack in back. I'll have Ayrlyn send the cart for them Use the good
anvil, and have Ydrall try sonething sinple-like spikes-fromone of the broken bl ades."

Spi kes weren't that sinple-nothing was, but she'd have to start somewhere.

"A nerchant's daughter, and | amlearning to be a snith," said the dark-haired young wonan.
"Mt her woul d be pl eased.”

"And your father?"

"He woul d be nost offended. That is why | amhere." Ydrall offered a mnusical |augh at odds with
her nmuscular figure. "That is why there will be others."

Nyl an didn't doubt that, not fromwhat little he'd seen of Candarian treatnent of wonmen. And
the mysterious Cyador was supposedly worse? "Let's get the blades."

It took only a fewtrips for the three to stack the Lornian and Gall osian bl ades that Nyl an
sel ected beside the front door of the smithy. Then Nyl an headed down toward the tower and the
bat hhouse. He had tinme to wash up. In Candar, trading, while not snaillike in progress, was
definitely a leisurely pursuit.

As he reentered the tower from washing and shaving, with only a single cut on his chin and
dressed in dark gray |eathers, Ryba was com ng down the stairs, wearing the lighter gray |eathers
of the Marshal of Westwi nd. "You intended to go?”

"I thought | mght be useful. W also could use another anvil and sone hamrers, if you'd like
us to nmake better progress in training Ydrall."

"I''l'l have the mare waiting for you. Saryn's bringi ng down nounts fromthe stable," Ryba said.
"You are getting your blades? Traders around here aren't always the nbst peaceful."

"They're laid out,” the smth confirmed, biting back a retort. He'd been there the last tine
Skiodra had tried his treachery. So why had Ryba brought it up? Another attenpt to put himin his
pl ace? O what Ryba thought was his place?

He hurried up the steps to his quarters where he strapped on both bl ades, one at his wai st and
one in the shoul der harness. He descended nore carefully, still cautious about tripping over the
scabbard and goi ng down the stone steps headfirst. Except for neeting traders and possible
battles, he didn't carry a blade. They just got in the way.

Everyone was waiting by the causeway by the tine he hurried across the stones.

Ayrlyn held the reins to the brown mare and extended themto him "W just got here."

"Let's go," said Ryba.

A chill wind blew across the ridge, conming in fromthe northeast, as they followed the stone
road up toward the watchtower. Farther behind creaked the cart pulled by a single horse. The cart
horse was | ed by Effama, another new guard Nyl an knew only by name. "Wich traders?" asked the
Marshal . "Skiodra's bunch, it |ooks |like," answered Saryn. "Good thing we've got a full squad."

"That's why we do," affirnmed Saryn. "They've all got the engineer's bows." She stood in the
stirrups as they reached the top of the ridge and | ooked downsl ope. "They're set up to trade al
right."

Nyl an and Ayrlyn rode side-by-side behind Ryba and Saryn down the danp clay track on the north
side of the ridge, a track that should be turned into a netaled road, Nylan reflected. He smiled
ironically as he recogni zed the way he'd thought of the need-not as something he had to do, but
sonet hi ng that needed doi ng. Was he accepting enotionally, not just rationally, the truth.of what
Ayrlyn had been telling hinf

"That's an odd snile," the redheaded heal er said.

"I'I'l tell you later,"” he whispered back, hoping his words were lost in the hissing of the w nd
and the clop of hoofs ... and the nore distant creaking of the cart carrying the swords that woul d
be used as tradi ng currency.

At that, recalling another trading incident, he extended his order senses to the trees that
flanked the base of the ridge, but could detect no hidden arnsnen or archers.

"Nothing in the trees," he reported.
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"Good" .was the only answer from Ryba. Saryn nodded, as if his report were expected.

The traders, dressed in half-open quilted jackets and cl oaks, had halted to the north of the
tradi ng banner they had planted in the flat and danp ground at the foot of the ridge. Seven
traders stood, hands very clear of their blades, behind the banner, with ten others farther west,
tending the horses and the three carts.

As Ryba and Saryn reined up, then Nylan and Ayrlyn and the arnmed guard squad follow ng, |ed by
LIyselle, for a long noment, the sole sounds were those of the wind and the breathing of the
angel s' rmounts.

Skiodra, still the biggest nan anong the traders and wearing in his shoul der harness the huge
broadsword he had always carried, stepped forward and offered a | opsided snile. "I am Skiodra, and
| have again returned." While the trader continued to speak in old Anglorat, the |ocal |anguage
seened al nost second nature to Nylan now. Across the back of Skiodra's hand was a scab, and Nyl an
coul d al nost sense the pus and pain beneath, the white chaos of infection

He | ooked at Ayrlyn, and she nodded.

"Greetings, trader." Ryba's voice was polite, indifferent. She was no | onger worried about
having things to trade, not with the plunder of nearly two thousand armsnen stored in Wstw nd.

Ski odra bowed deeply. "Your fame has carried far, honored angel, and all of Candar bows to your
m ght. We bring nore supplies. | had hoped you m ght have bl ades to trade."

"W do have a few, " said Ryba.

Ski odra | ooked at the nmounted riders. Nylan got the picture, and, handing the mare's reins to
Ayrlyn, disnmunted and wal ked forward.

"You still do not let many others do the speaking, O nage?”
Mage? Even after his successes in mastering certain of the "magical" order fields of the world,
Nyl an certainly had no illusions about his being a nage. O an arnmsnman, he thought, despite al

t he hardware he carri ed.

"They are warriors, Skiodra." He shrugged.

"Aye," offered the big trader. "Warriors indeed. But nowis the time to trade."

The first cart-as had al ways been the case-not only bore Skiodra's banner, but was filled with
barrels.

"l.have the lord of flours, not just fromthe fertile plains of Gallos, but fromthose heads
grown on the flattest and darkest bottom and in Candar."

"You have grown nore el oquent, Skiodra," Nylan said, ignoring Ryba for the nonent. "I hope we
do not pay for such el oquence.™

"It is good flour. The very best." Skiodra offered Nylan a bow nearly as deep as the one
accorded Ryba. "You as a nmage shoul d know good flour."

"We all appreciate good flour," agreed Nylan. "But the softer flour does not always store as
well as that from harder grains." That was a point he'd picked up fromlistening to Bl ynnal

"I forget, O honored mage, that you cane froma |long and distinguished line of usurers,"
responded Skiodra. "A line that nust extend across the heavens back into the days of the A« nost

ancient. Still, | rmust insist that this is good flour, the best flour. You can store it |onger
far, far longer. At a silver and a copper a barrel, | amoffering you angels nmy very best price."

"Last year, your very best price was nine coppers a barrel, and the harvests in the | ow ands
were good."

"O mage, your nmenory extends as far as your ancestry. But it is harder and longer to travel the
Westhorns in the spring, when mud clings to hoofs and heels and wheel s." Skiodra bowed. "Take pity
on an honest nerchant."”

Nyl an wanted to |augh, for Skiodra was known for al nbst everything but honesty-unl ess he knew
his custonmer was as willing to slaughter as to trade. At the sane tine, the snith tried not to
sigh. After seasons, even, the trading sessions never seenmed to change, and the haggling seened
al nost routine, a ritual that was required.

"Can't we get on with this?" said Ryba quietly, shifting her weight on the big roan, her
fingers touching the hilt of the Westw nd bl ade

"Pity is fine for charity,"” Nylan offered, "but bad for trading. Six coppers a barrel."

"Six coppers! That is not trading; it is robbery. No, it is nmurder, for we would all die of
hunger ere we returned to our ruined honmes." Skiodra touched the tip of his broad nustache. "You
have m ghty bl ack bl ades, but can you eat that cold netal until your harvests come in? O your
guards, will they not grow thin on cold iron? Afair man aml, and for a silver a barrel | wll
prove that fairness."

"Aye," said Nylan. "A fair profit that would be. Fair and fine enough to bring you snoked fow
on gold and chains of silver round the necks of all the wonen around you." Nylan offered a broad
and anused snile.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (26 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:37 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2004%620-%20T he%20Chaos%20Bal ance.txt

"I trade in good faith, nage. In true good faith." The big trader rolled his eyes.

"I scarcely question your faith," answered Nylan. "Only your price."

"You are a nage. Ch, | have said that, and said that, and the whol e of Candar knows how m ghty
you are, but your father could not have been a nere usurer, but a usurer to usurers. You would
have ny horses grub chaff fromthe poorest mller's |eavings."

"At eight coppers a barrel, because | would reward your efforts to clinb here, you would still
have gol den bridles for your nounts."

"Not a single barrel at nine coppers. Not one," protested Skiodra. "The harvests were good, as
you say. But the traders from Cyad had al ready cl eaned the granaries in Ruzor."

"Sonmeone is always trading,"” Nylan offered.

"There were floods in Cyador, they said. Nine coppers a barrel-that will break ne with what |
d because flour was short. But |, the noble Skiodra, knew that you could use flour."

"How about ten barrels for a gold?" Nylan offered, sensing the growi ng chaos and tension in
Ski odr a.

"Done, even though you will ruin ne, nage."

"If all were so successful at being ruined, noble Skiodra, all the world would be traders."

Ski odra frowned nonentarily.

Ryba's face was cool as she watched Nyl an haggl e.

Ayrlyn's eyes took in both the traders and the Marshal, and her eyes went to Skiodra's hand
again. Quietly, she disnounted and passed the two sets of reins to Saryn.

pa

Ski odra frowned as the heal er stepped up, and he paused in his description of the anvil in the
cart.

"A token of good faith," Ayrlyn said, and her fingers brushed his wist, settling there-
lightly.

Perspiration beaded on the trader's forehead.

Nyl an wanted to |laugh at the man's fear, but instead he only let his own senses follow Ayrlyn
as she eased the forces of order around the infected hand and pressed out the chaos and infection.

"Now, " she said. "It will heal properly."”

Ski odra swal | oned, and began to sweat even nore as the heal er remounted, sending a faint smle
to the big trader. The faintest of frowns crossed Ryba's countenance, then vani shed.

In the end, a hal f-dozen bl ades paid for not quite two dozen barrels of wheat flour, a barre
of maize flour, two barrels of kerneled corn for the chickens, the second true anvil that Nyl an
had wanted, two | arge wedges of cheese, and a keg of nails.

"Do you have to go through all those charades?" Ryba asked as the guards rode back up the
ridge, the cart creaking behind them while Skiodra and his entourage headed slowy westward al ong
the road that wound toward Lornth.

"They seemto expect it," Saryn said, |ooking back over her shoul der at both the departing
traders, and at the darkening clouds that foretold a possible |ate afternoon storm "Ayrlyn's
little effort knocked sonething off the prices, too, |1'd bet." Ayrlyn brushed her hair off her
forehead, but said nothing. "Wat do you think, Ayrlyn?" asked Ryba.

"Skiodra's heart wasn't init. He's afraid of us."

"You certainly added to that," pointed out Ryba.

"If he died fromthat infection, and with the Iack of nedical know edge here, he could have,
then we'd have to break in another traveling trader."

"I'"d rather not," said Nylan, recalling how long it had taken to convi nce Ski odra

"So why is he here now?" asked Saryn. "Westwind isn't exactly the crossroads of Candar, and
s afraid of us."

"Business is bad el sewhere," hazarded Nyl an

"The war ... it couldn't have bankrupted Gallos or Lornth-not over a few thousand arnsmen."
"Somet hing el se, then," said Nylan. "The floods in Cyador."

"Are you sure he wasn't inventing that?" asked Ryba.

"I don't think so." Nylan shrugged. "I don't know. We'Ill have to keep our ears open."

"Wth all the travel ers flocking through the Wsthorns?" Ryba snorted.

Behi nd her, Nylan and Ayrlyn exchanged gl ances.

"This is the first tine Skiodra hasn't tried sonething," Saryn pointed out.

"It's also the first tine since we wiped out two arm es," replied Ryba, unsheathing one of her
bl ades and runni ng through an exercise with it.

Behind them Effama flicked the |eads to the cart horse, and the cart creaked slowy through
the danp ground uphill toward the top of the ridge and the stone road that would nmake the descent
easi er.

"I"'d like to have gotten nore flour,'

he

Nyl an said to Ayrlyn. "But he didn't have any, and he
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knows we'll buy it. That's why | think he was telling the truth about the floods."

"Cyador again. Wy haven't we heard about this place before?"

"They could be isolationists, |like the Rats."

"In a lowtech culture?" asked Saryn fromin front of them turning in her saddle for a nonent.

"It's easier in a lowtech culture," the engi neer pointed out.

Ayrlyn shivered and fastened her jacket as they reached the top of the ridge where the wi nd was
stronger.

Nyl an rode the mare all the way back past the tower and up to the stables, unlike Ryba, who
di snounted at the causeway and | et one of the guards in Llyselle's squad gui de her roan up past
the smthy and into the canyon that held the stable.

Ayrlyn rode beside Nylan, a pensive |ook on her face.

After unsaddling and groom ng their nounts, they wal ked back down toward the tower, alone on
the stones of the road, since Nylan was anong the slowest in grooming and handling nounts.

"What do you think?" Nylan asked.

"What do you think?" the healer replied. "Trust your own feelings. If | disagree, |I'Il tel
you, but don't look to ne to interpret what you feel."

Nyl an flushed slightly, then coughed. "All right. When I'muncertain, | try to feel out others
bef ore saying anything."
"I know. What do you feel ?"
"Ryba's angry. She's looking for things to get angry at ne for. W' ve always had to haggle with
odra. Didn't you have to haggle on all those trading runs you nade | ast year?"
"Everyone in Candar likes to haggle, | think."
"She didn't even want ne to conme, and then she sai d sonething about renenbering ny bl ades-as if
| hadn't dealt with Skiodra before or that anbush they set up with the herder. She's suddenly
treating ne like a child."

The heal er nodded, hunched into her jacket against the late afternoon w nd.

"I don't like it. It's like the way she treated Gerlich, except she hasn't drawn steel against

Ski

ne.
"She can't do that. You nay be a pain in her Marshal's ass, dear, but all her guards |ove you,
and they'd like to do it fromcloser than they do." Ayrlyn paused. "Don't let them"
"I'"ve gotten that word." He grinned, but only nonentarily. "That's going to be nore of a

probl em "

"I know. What do you think you should do?"

The smith shook his head. "I don't like it. I've darkness near killed nyself making a safe
haven here, and it's not going to be pleasant any longer. It nmay not even be safe for me nuch
longer. I'"'mnot a Gerlich, and trying a coup would only destroy Westwind, even if | could do it.
And that would only make things worse for the children ... for everyone but us, probably."

"You're right there." Ayrlyn paused by the practice yard, well up the road fromthe end of the
causeway. Her eyes drifted toward a | ast drooping snow lily that arched out of one of the few

remai ni ng patches of snow on the north side of the | oose-stacked stones of the practice yard wall
"Can't you just avoid Ryba?"

"How? Westwind isn't that big. If | do what she says, she'll push for ne to do nore and nore-or
make me less and less useful-like with this snith training bit. She's good at nmaneuvering, and
pretty soon |I'll |ook either as obstinate as Gerlich or as useless as Nerliat was. At |east,
think so. What do you think?"

"It doesn't matter what | think. | can just be a neek healer and stay in the background. You' ve
got a lot of support fromSiret, Istril, even Huldran and Llyselle, though," nused Ayrlyn.

"Right," Nylan snorted. "Saryn sides with Ryba, and she trains nost of the new guards-or Ryba
does. Maybe . . . what? Seven of forty guards think |I'm good for sonething. Mst of the new guards
di slike or distrust nen, and they accept nme because |'mnot |ike the men they knewbut |I'ma man.
Just how long will it be before there are a hundred guards, and half don't even know nme?"

"That would take a while."
"Li ke being buried in a slow aval anche or being tied down and consunmed by ants over the years."
an winced at his own inage.
"You don't sound happy. Wat do you want to do?"
"It's not a question of wanting. It's a question of seeing the stormon the horizon and finding
cover." He laughed, once, harshly. "Wiy is it so hard? | could see the need for a tower before
anyone else, and | built it. I can see the need to leave, and | avoid facing it. Wat's the
di f ference?"

"Three chil dren?"

"That... and, | told you before, deep inside ..

Ny

He swal lowed. "It's not exactly ... easy ..
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to face an unknown world alone. | don't like it. |I don't know where to go, and it feels like
everything |'ve done is al nbst wasted."
"Is it?"

Nyl an shook his head. "Dyliess, Kyalynn, Weryl-they'|ll be safe."

Ayrlyn frowned at the |ast name, but did not speak

"They' || be safe," Nylan repeated. "It isn't easy to admit that. | don't know about us,
t hough. "

"I"'mglad you said us ... but. . . you never asked ne."

"That's where you' ve been guiding nme, dear. Don't think | didn't notice."

"You coul d have asked ..." Agliner of a smle flitted around the corners of her nouth.

"Al'l right. I amplanning to descend into the hot depths of the denon's hell to avoid
j eopardi zing everyone el se and my children. Wuld you like to acconpany nme on this fool hardy
expedi tion?"

"I thought you'd never get around to inviting ne."

Nyl an put his right armaround Ayrlyn as they wal ked.

"You're cold."

"I'"malways cold up here. Wiy do you think |I agreed?"

"Not for my charn®"

"Not just for your charm"

Awy snmle settled on Nylan's face for a noment, then vani shed as his eyes took in the upper
| evel of Tower Bl ack, and the wi ndow to the Marshal's quarters.

XV

ZELDYAN HANDED THE scroll to Fornal with her free hand. The dark-haired regent slowy read through
it, occasionally stopping and puzzling out an unfamiliar word. As he read, the bl ond woman rocked
Nessl ek on her knee, steering his fingers away fromthe goblet on the table before her

The gray-haired Gethen | ooked toward the wi ndow, then rose and wal ked to it, sliding it wide
open. The cool breeze carried the danp scent of recent spring rain into the tower room For a
nmoment, Gethen | ooked across Lornth to the orange ball of the sun that hung over the river to the
west of the hold. Then he wal ked back to the table, where he refilled his goblet before reseating
hi nsel f.

"This is one of your best," Zeldyan offered, taking a sip of the dark red w ne, before setting
her gobl et down nore toward the center of the table, out of Nesslek's reach

"It is good. Even the Suthyans paid extra for it."

Fornal squinted, as though he wanted to shut out the conversation and concentrate on the
scroll. H's frown becanme nore pronounced as his eyes travel ed down the scribed Iines.

"Lygon of Bleyans? | hope you made himpay triple."

"Only double,” Gethen said. "Lady Ellindyja found hi museful."

"I know. "

"The lord of Cyador ... how ... to suggest that the copper mines of south Cerlyn have al ways
bel onged to Cyador... to ask for tribute and inmmediate return ..." stuttered Fornal, letting the
scroll roll up with a snap. "This is an insult!"

"Yes," agreed Zeldyan. "It is. Yet they gave up the m nes, ages back."

"That was when they found the copper in Delapra. It was closer to the surface,” said Gethen
"and closer to Cyad, nuch closer.™

"They use the white bronze the way we do iron."

"They have to," pointed out the older man. "lron and chaos do not mx."

"Mx or not, it remains an insult," snapped Fornal. "Aaaahhhh . . ." added Nesslek, |unging for
the gobl et. Zeldyan restrained himjust short of the crystal

"To our way of thinking, it is an insult,” comrented Gethen, pausing to take a sip of his w ne.
"We nust renenber that Cyador is an old land. The | egends say that it dates to the tine of the
true white denons, that they taned the ancient forest and nolded the paths of the rivers. Then
Lornth did not exist, and the copper nines may well have been part of Cyador."

"Not in generations," said Fornal. "I cannot claim M ddl eval e because Mdther's grandsire |ived
there."

"No," admitted Gethen. "I was but noting how they think."

"It remains an insult.” Fornal turned to his sister. "Wat would you do about it?"

"Since we're in no position to fight, | suggest we send back a nessage which notes that the

scroll could have been interpreted as insulting by sonme, but that we trust our readi ng sonehow did
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not find the courtesy for which the lord of Cyador is so justly known-"

"He's a butcher. W know that already." Fornal lifted his goblet and downed the half renaining
in a single gulp. "Wy would flattery hel p?"

"Fornal ," said Gethen, drawing out his words, "if you insist on treating good wine like inn
swill, I will bring you a pitcher of the Crab's finest, and save this for those who appreciate
it." The gray-haired nman snil ed.

"I amsorry. It is good wine, but... |I cannot believe . " Fornal turned to his sister. "You

were about to say?"

"If we flatter him Fornal, while we nake ready, what harm can we do?" asked Get hen

"None, | suppose, so long as we do nake ready."

"Isit wise to fight?" asked Zel dyan. "No," conceded the older man. "But it is nore foolish not
to. If we fight, and fight well, then the lord of Cyador will only take what he needs. If we
surrender the mines, he will take them and ask for nore, and then we will have to fight anyway."

Zel dyan nodded, shifting Nesslek fromone knee to the other. "Mst respect only force. Cold
iron, if you will."

"Can you think of anything that deserves nore respect?" asked Fornal, pouring nore wine. "Cold
iron is the shield of honor."

Zel dyan snoot hed away a frown. "After | put Nesslek down, | will draft a response and then read
it to you both."

"You al ways did have the better hand, sister. For witing." Fornal raised his goblet.

Get hen turned his head to the wi ndow and the setting sun

XVI

IN THE DEEP twilight after the evening neal, Nylan sat in the chair by the north windowin his
room rocking Dyliess, singing softly.

" hush little girl, and don't you sigh, Daddy's forging toys by and by, and if those toys
should fail to please, Daddy's going to sing and put you at ease ..."

"Toys?" asked Ryba fromthe door to his quarters. "You have tine to forge toys?"

"Not at the nonment, but | can sing about them" He shifted Dyliess on his shoul der and kept
rocki ng, patting her back. She lifted her head, seeking her nother.

As Dyliess | ooked at her nother, Ryba's voice softened, and she smled. "Hello, there,
silvertop." After a nmonment, she added, "She is beautiful."

"She is," Nylan adm tted.

"I came to get her for bed, but | wanted to talk to you for a nonent. It's been half a year
and you really never did deal with the questions | had."

"That's possible,"” the smith said. "I try to avoid those kinds of questions." He kept rocking
slowy, and Dyliess put her head down on his shoul der again

"We've only got four children, a couple on the way, and we don't know how our genes mx wth
the locals-or if they will."

"They will," the smith affirmed. "I can feel how things nesh. This world is Hnorm or
pl anof ormed t horoughly to be that way. Things will work out."

"W don't have time just to let themwrk out."

"Ch ... what did you have in m nd?" Nylan wanted to take back the words even as they slipped
out .

"Ydrall likes you," Ryba said. "And we do need to find out how the genes nix. Feeling it isn't
enough. "

"I'"'mnot interested."

"You were interested enough in Istril that night an eight-day or so ago."

Nyl an contained a wince. "That was a nonent of weakness. |I'mnot the Gerlich type."

"When it conmes to wonen who.take their fancy, all nmen are Gerlich types. There just aren't as
many who appeal to you. | thought Ydrall m ght be your type." Ryba shrugged. "Find soneone el se,
but find them"

"What do | tell Ayrlyn?" Nylan asked. Wiy was she so diffident, so uncaring? Had she al ways
been that way, or was it another push? Another shove to tell himto | eave?

"What ever you want. You're good with words when you choose to be. | really don't care. You're
the only stud around here, except for Daryn, and that's a match between | ocals."

"You could certainly entice him" Nylan wanted to wince as the words burst out. She's trying to
provoke you. Don't drop to her |evel

"Be serious. Only Nylan the mighty snmth can stand up to the Angel of Westw nd." Ryba | aughed
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harshly.

"That wasn't fair," he adnmitted. Dyliess shivered, and Nylan patted her back again. Then she
hi ccupped and rai sed her head agai n.

"You actually considered whether it was fair. |I'manazed."

Dyl i ess hi ccupped agai n.

"Take it easy." Nylan slipped to his feet and began to wal k around the room patting his
daughter's back and hunming. "I try," he answered Ryba.

"Sometines." The Marshal's eyes turned to her daughter. "Is she hungry?"

"I don't think so," Nylan answered softly. "Just sleepy, and a little gassy." He kept wal ki ng,
for atime, then slipped past Ryba and across to her quarters, where he slipped Dyliess into her
smal|l bed in the inside corner away fromthe drafts.

Ryba waited until he returned, then said, "W need nore children-or we will."

"That takes nen-or technol ogy-or both, and | don't see nuch of either around here. You didn't
have to chase Relyn off, you know?" Nyl an wal ked toward the wi ndow, but stopped by the forner
| ander couch that was his bed.

"I didn't. You warned himoff, and he was |ocal anyway."

The smith took a long, slow breath. He didn't want to get into a discussion of Relyn. It
woul dn't do any good, not when Ryba would start pointing out that Relyn's religious view of the
world's order fields would eventually hurt Westw nd. Wat did she nean by eventually, anyway? Five
hundred years |l ater?

"What do you want?" he finally asked.

"l told you. Find a local to bed. O another guard.™

“I''I'l think about it."

"Don't think too long," Ryba said. "I've given you the chance to think all winter."

"I won't take that |ong," he pronised.

Wth a curt nod, Ryba turned toward the door, then stopped. "WII| you be here?"

"I have sone notes to do-on the mll."

"WIl you listen for Dyliess, then, until | get back?"

"Of course."

Anot her nod, and the Marshal was gone.

Nyl an wal ked to the wi ndow and | ooked out, up toward the ridge and the watchtower. He coul dn't
see the ice-needle Freyja fromhis single w ndow.

After he studied the mountains for a tine, and his nuscles began to relax, he went back to the
work table, where he used the striker to light the single candle. Al though his night vision was
nearly as good as his day vision for nost matters, the candle did help in witing and readi ng. As
the flame | engthened, and cast light fromthe polished bronze reflector onto the table, he sat
down on the stool and |ooked at the papers wei ghted down under the ornate hilt of a blade that had
broken at the tang. He had found it in the plunder fromthe great battle, |ong since separated
fromthe actual blade. The hilt was heavy, overdone, and had doubtl| ess added a poor bal ance that
had contributed to the blade's breaking, along with a tang that had been too narrow, but the hilt
itself nmade a decorative paperwei ght.

In the dimcandlelight, Nylan squinted at the crude paper on the table, then dipped the quil
into the ink and began to draw-slowy and carefully. Each section of the nmll had to be laid out
so that there would be no mi stakes. The purple outside the open wi ndow turned vel vet bl ack, and
the chirp and whistle of unnamed insects rose and fell

At the tap on the door, he | ooked up. Ayrlyn's face peered in.

He notioned, and the healer entered, easing the door shut behind her

"Ryba and Saryn are still down in the great room talking over sonething obscure, |ike whether
caltrops are really that effective except in defending fixed enplacenents and whet her two-handed
bl ades are useful in nounted attacks. Saryn was advocating | ances and beefed-up stirrups . "

Nyl an smiled wyly.

The heal er shook her head and pointed at the stack of papers before Nylan. "Wat are you
wor ki ng on there?"

"The plans for the sawm |l ."

"You didn't do that for the tower, or the bathhouse, or the smithy," she pointed out, then
| eaned over himand kissed the back of his neck

"I didn't have to. | was here."

"You are serious, aren't you?"

"Ryba practically ordered ne to bed Ydrall. She wants to see the gene mx with locals."

"I take it you were reluctant."

"That wasn't the real point. She was giving me another shove. | told her I'd think about it. |
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have no intention of thinking about it." He rubbed his forehead.

"You got ink on your forehead," Ayrlyn said.

He tried to blot it awmay with the back of his hand. "Then, when | said | wasn't the Gerlich
type, she said | was, except that fewer wonen appealed to ne, and if Ydrall didn't appeal to find
a local who did so that she could confirmthat the genes nixed."

"Did she put it that way?"

"Pretty much."

Ayrlyn pursed her lips. "That makes you angry."

"That, and basically being told nmy prime value is as a stud."

"She's angry at you for choosing ne."

"I"'mglad | did," Nylan said. "I wish |I'd seen who you were earlier."
"I wasn't who | amnow back then, if that makes sense. | was a mousy conm officer."
"Neither was |. | was a withdrawn engineer. | still am"

Ayrlyn's eyes dropped to the papers. "Are you going to tell Ryba about all these plans?"

"Not until we're on our way out of here."

"She may not | et us have nounts."

"That's why we need to nake it quick," Nylan said. "R ght now, there's synpathy for ne, for
you. If we let her drag it out, it will get so unpleasant that people will just want us gone.
She's proved she's good at that."

"For soneone who wasn't sure about |eaving, you' ve reached a big decision quickly."

The engi neer-smth-heal er shook his head. "To see sonething | should have seen two years ago?
Hardly. Hardly." He took a deep breath.

Ayrlyn bent over and bl ew out the candle, then kissed the back of his neck again. "You were
al nost finished for tonight, weren't you?"

"If you say so . " Nyl an eased out of the chair.

XVI |

THE WHI TE W ZARD and the senior |ancer officer rode side by side, the hoofs of their nounts
clacking on the time-polished stones of the Lord' s East Road.

They passed a kaystone with scul pted and fluted edges, mounted on a tan stone platformthat
bore the inscription "GELI ENDRA-3 K. " The | ancer glanced at Thenphi. "Ser w zard?"

"Yes, Jyncka?"

"One should not question H's Mghtiness, or white brethren, but could you hazard a thought as
to why our punishnent was so harsh?"

"Harsh?" Thenphi raised his eyebrows. "Harsh," repeated Jyncka. "W are allowed to buy any
peasant girl for a concubine, if we offer double her dowy. W can slay any peasant who raises a
hand agai nst us, yet for taking liberties with a peasant girl-and we did not hurt her- we have
been destroyed: either executed, allowed to suicide, or condemmed to spend the rest of a short
life battling the accursed forest. How did this happen? Is our world slowy unraveling, and
cannot see it? O have | been blind all ny years?"

Thenphi frowned. "I can tell you what happened. The girl's father refused two gol ds and said
that you were worse than sows. Then he ran toward Hi s M ghtiness. The peasant died. After that,
our Lord turned to me and nade his judgment. He said that when peasants defied his presence,
matters needed attending to. And he sent ne, his wi zard of wi zards, with the injunction that I
should not return until the forest was contained."” The w zard sniled coldly.

"So you are exiled as well?"

"I'n effect." Thenphi shrugged. "Unl ess we can vanquish the forest."
"I's that |ikely?"
"I do not know. | do know that it took all the might and skill of the ancients to contain it."

"And you nmust conbat it al one?" asked Jyncka

"Wth your help and that of those living nearby-that is His Mghtiness's conmand. "

Jyncka raised his eyebrows. "I would not termthat any great reward for service."

"Rulers do not reward for service, Majer, nor for realistic assessnments. They reward for
results.”

"Ti mes change," nurnured Jyncka. "A great ship rises in the works at Cyad, a ship like the
ancient fireships. They say. the lancers ride north to bring the Grass Hills within the Walls of
Cyad. Yet we are accorded | ess honor than before, and those who speak what they believe to be
truth are dishonored."

"They do change," agreed Thenphi dryly. "That is because H s M ghtiness works to restore what
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once was Cyad's, and he has little patience for those who caution agai nst such efforts.”
for all that . . . unraveling fromthe great skein . " murmured a voice fromthe
| ancers somewhere behind. "Fewer steamvagons, fewer w zards
Thenphi hoped the voice was not Fissar's, but he did not turn in the saddle. Hs eyes flicked
northward toward the snmudge of green on the horizon, and he shifted his weight in the hard saddle.
"I's the world of Cyador unraveling, ser w zard?" asked Jyncka. "Wuld you enlighten ne?"
Thenphi shrugged. "You have seen nore than |, Majer. Do you think so?"
"I have not seen everything, but what | have seen disturbs ne."
"It disturbs ne as well," said Thenphi. His eyes went back to the horizon, and he did not speak
for a long tine.

XVI 1|
Nyl an studi ed the room agai n-1ander couch, rocking chair, table, stool, bed-that was all. Stone
walls ... he'd laid al nbst every stone. Wndow casenents-his design. The entire tower had been his

dream his way of nmking the Roof of the Wrld safe for the angels, for the children he had known
woul d conme, if not as he had expected.

He gl anced at the pair of blades on the couch, the single conposite bow and quiver, and the two
saddl ebags-one filled with his few clothes and a spare pair of boots, the other with hard bread
and cheese, and sone dried venison.

Hi s jacket was rolled inside the makeshift bedroll that |ay on the saddl ebags. In the bags were
those few itens he owned-after two lives, really. Two lives, and those fewitens were all. And-
once agai n-he had no i dea where he was going or what he was doi ng-not beyond escapi ng.

He took a deep breath and swal | owed, hoping Ayrlyn was ready, know ng she'd been ready | ong
before he had. Then, she'd never really been at hone on the Roof of the Wrld, and he'd been the
one to build Tower Black. H's eyes went to the open w ndow, through which he could see puffy
cl ouds marching out of the northeast across the green-blue sky.

The smith took another deep breath, squared his shoul ders, crossed the |anding, and stepped
into the Marshal's quarters.

Ryba-t he Marshal of Westwi nd-sat in the rocking chair. Dyliess in her |ap. Her pale green eyes
fixed on Nylan, "You've finally decided to | eave, haven't you?"

Nyl an nodded. "You knew all along. Your visions told you that 1'd have to | eave. You knew
seasons ago, but you wouldn't share them You never have shared those visions, and you never wll.
You woul dn't change anything because it night jeopardize Westwi nd. And you'd never jeopardize
Westwi nd. "

Ryba's arnms tightened ever so slightly around her daughter. "I wouldn't do anything to threaten
Dyliess."
The silver-haired girl wiggled as if Ryba were holding her too tightly. "Ah . . . wah! Wah!"

"I know." Nylan's voice was flat. "Nothing can be allowed to threaten her-or your dreans."

"What about your dreans? Your m ghty tower? Wat about your plans for the sawm || ?"

"I've witten themout, with sketches, and |'ve discussed themall wth Hul dran-even the
gearing. She can finish building the mlIl. She'll do what you want, just like all the others."

"The smith and the singer . . . off into the sunset, |leaving the hard work for everyone el se."
Ryba's lips twi sted. Her eyes seened bright, brighter than usual, and she | ooked down at the plank
floor, then out the wi ndow. Her |left hand stroked Dyliess's hair.

"You have a strange definition of hard work, Ryba." Nylan snorted. "I did the building, and you
and everyone el se thought | was obsessed, crazy. But this past winter, no one conplai ned when t hey
were warm and cozy, when they had running warm and col d water.

"You schenmed behind ny back. You used ne to get Siret and Istril pregnant. Who knows who el se
you tried with? And | didn't even see it. | should have, but |I didn't. In nmy own clunsy way, |
trusted you." He | ooked toward the enpty trundle bed in the corner. The cradle he had nade was
down on the fourth Ievel with the guards. He swall owed. Should he even try to say nore? "You don't
trust anyone."

"You' ve deci ded, haven't you?" she asked again. "The words don't natter. You've decided. You
and Ayrlyn. Just go. Take what you need. | know you. You're so guilt-ridden you'll be nmore than
fair. Just go. Let us get on with life."

"Leave ne sone time with Dyliess."”

"Why? You're | eaving."

"You owe ne nore than that. I'monly asking for a little tine with ny daughter. She won't
remenber it-but | will."
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"You don't have to |l eave." Ryba's voice was even, alnobst enotionless. "You' ve built Westw nd.
As you keep telling ne."

"No. | don't have to l|eave. | can have every guard here pity ne. | can live here for the rest
of my life, wondering whether | can trust you. | can risk everything and then wonder if you care,
or if it's just for another nmonunent or |egacy for the future. Because |'ve cone to care for
sonmeone el se, what woul d happen to her? Wuld you drive her out or dispose of her?" Nylan's voice

remai ned |evel. "After all, nothing can be allowed to get in the way of your dream"

"It's not like that. | did what had to be done. Do you think that | liked killing Man? O
seeing two-thirds of nmy crewwiped out? | relive that a lot. Do you think that | |ike seeing you
| eave, no matter what |'ve done? Do you think that I'lIl enjoy looking at all those cairns at the

end of the neadow for the rest of ny life? It's easy to criticize and to | eave, Nylan

It's a lot harder to build something and live with the pain."

"How you build is inmportant, too," the engi neer answered.

"I built you and the guards an honest tower. An honest bath house. An honest smithy. Honest
stabl es. Even the begi nning of an honest netaled road to the rest of the world. You built with
deception. You deceived ne. You deceived Istril, Ayrlyn, and Siret. And, in the end, however |ong
Westwi nd | asts, that deception will bring down your work."

"You won't change, Nylan. You're just as deceptive as | am The difference is that | recognize
it, and you won't." Ryba stood, waiting for Nylan to take Dyliess. "Wat | build will last, and
only your nane will remain, a vague |egend about a nmighty nythical smth, and that will be because
I had Ayrlyn wite a song about you."

"You have an answer for everything, don't you?"

"So do you," she answered. "Take Dyliess. Sing to her, and | will tell her you did. Yes, |

will. For her sake, not yours." Nylan stepped forward.

"Ah . . . ooo .. ." Dyliess stretched her arns out to her father, |ooking up, a bl anket wapped
around her waist and | egs. Nylan picked her up, cradling her against his shoul der, and rocking
back and forth, holding her tightly. Ryba slipped to the door. "I'Il be back in a while." Stil

hol di ng his silver-haired daughter, Nylan wal ked toward the trundl e bed he had nade and | ooked
down. He stepped back across the snoothed plank floor to the rocking chair, where, cradling her
agai nst his shoul der, he sat down and began to rock . . . gently.

"Ch, ny dear, ny dear little child,

What can we do in a place so wld,

Where the sky is so green and so deep

And who will rock you to sleep?

Your daddy is |eaving; he's going away
There's only a cradle and nothing to say,

but when the stars shine over the western sky,
try to renenber that he once said good-bye."

The tears rolled down the smith's cheeks, and his vision, his superb day and ni ght vision
showed hi m not hing. Nothing at all

Intime, he finally stood, laid the sleeping Dyliess in her cradle, and returned to his
quarters to gather everything together

Wth a last |ook at the sleeping child, he started down the steps, |oaded with all his gear
nmoving slowmy to avoid tripping over the blade at his waist. The one in the shoul der harness would
be easier to use, far easier, once he was nmounted. Sonme of the custons of Candar nmade sense-
usual ly those having to do with arns.

As he trudged down to the fourth level, Siret glanced up after slipping on a work tunic. Her
eyes took in all that Nylan carried, and, with a quick | ook to the bed where Kyalynn sat westling
with a crude stuffed bear that Hryessa had nmade, Siret hurried across the w de planked floor to
the stairs.

The engi neer paused.

"Nyl an? You're |eaving, aren't you?" Her deep green eyes caught his.

He nodded.
"I could see it com ng. Nothing you do pl eases her."
He shrugged. "I'mnot like Gerlich. | won't be back, not that way."

"You won't be back. This world needs you."

He blinked, not expecting such a coment.

"Ryba will fight the world. She will nake the men who rule conme to her and be defeated-but they
won't. They'll let us rule the nmountains, and let the truly unhappy wonen cone to us." She sniled
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bitterly. "I've thought about it. People don't think | do, but I do ... a lot. The Marshal
and especially you . . . gave nme that."

"Me?" Nylan was feeling totally confused, wondering what el se he had done that he hadn't seen

"I watched you, Nylan. You don't tal k nmuch about why you do what you do. You do it. You push
yoursel f, and ... people take, and they take. | started asking why. So . " She shrugged, and
her eyes were bright. "I had to tell you that | amgrateful for all you've given ... to let you
know | wasn't like so many of the others." After a noment she swallowed. "Westwind is too snal
for you, and you're not full Sybran so you can | eave here."

"I"'mnot |ooking forward to the heat," he said, trying not to choke up, and wondering if his
decision to | eave were such a good one after all

"The healer's going with you, isn't she? Sone guards will suffer. And the children." Her eyes
darted to the bed where Kyal ynn | ooked down at the bear that |ay across her chubby | egs.

"Istril, Llyselle, even you have sonme of the talent." He smiled wyly. "You'll be able to do as
well as we can, if you can't already."

"We'll nanage, but we'll never be as good. But | knew that it had to happen. Relyn said it
woul d. "

"Relyn? He's been gone since the battle." Not that Nylan hadn't wondered about the one-handed
man, especially after Blynnal had turned up pregnant-but Nylan had been the one who advi sed Rel yn
to | eave before Ryba found a way to eliminate the forner Lornian noble because he'd found
religion.

Nyl an snorted to hinself. The idea that he-a former angel ship's engineer-was the prophet of a
new faith of order was al nost |udicrous. Even nore absurd was Ryba's contention that Relyn's
preachi ng such a faith would underm ne Westwi nd. Not so absurd had been her intent to renove Relyn
in the chaos that followed the great battle-except Relyn, warned by Nylan, had slipped off into
t he night.

"Ryba said that he has al ready been preaching his new gospel of order." Siret |ooked around. "I
heard her talking to Saryn. Tryssa-she was one of the |last newrecruits to reach us before the
snows-she was tal ki ng about the one-handed prophet in black who forecast the fall of the old ways
and the rise of order. He's al so preaching about building a Tenple of Oder."

"Great." Nylan glanced up the steps.

"He said that, sooner or later, you would have to | eave, and that the healer would go with

you." Siret snmiled sadly. "I listen, you know?"
"I know." He shook his head. "But everyone seens to know what |'m doing before | do." Then he
added. "Thank you. | didn't stop to have you nmake ne feel good."

"I know. You're a good nman, a good person."

He dropped his eyes. Mich as he appreciated the conplinment, Nylan knew he wasn't that good. If
he were, so many things would have turned out differently. "Were's Istril? | should say good-
bye."

"She took Weryl out earlier. She was taking himon a ride. She had so many things | wondered if
she were | eaving, but she said she'd be back." Siret frowned. "She never lies. But she | ooked sad.
I wonder if she knew you were | eaving."

"I don't know." Istril knew a lot, a lot that the wiry guard didn't voice.

"You need to go. You need to say good-bye to Kyalynn." She darted across the room and scooped
up their daughter, bringing her back to him

As Nyl an hugged his daughter, his tears bathed them both, and he wanted to rage-against fate,
agai nst Ryba, against hinmself. Wiy was it that everything had so high a price?

He finally eased his silver-haired daughter back to her nother. "Take care of her."

"I will. And | will nake sure she knows who you are. A nan and not a |egend."

He hal f-wal ked, hal f-stunbl ed dowmn the rest of the stairs and out the main door. Perhaps sone
guards watched, but Istril was not anong them nor Weryl, and he saw none of their faces as he
forced hinself up the road to the stable.

Most of the guards were out in the fields, or down below the ridge in the tinber canps. He
heard the sound of hamrers as he passed the smithy, but he did not stop. He wasn't up for another
enotional parting, and Hul dran, of all people, would understand. Still ... he put his feet
forward, wondering where Istril and Weryl were.

Under the load he carried, despite the muscl es devel oped fromsnithing, he was sweating and
panti ng when he reached the stable.

Ayrlyn had both nounts saddl ed and waiting in the shade of the stable door. "You |look |ike
chaos. What happened?"

"I had to say good-bye to Dyliess and Kyalynn . . ." He coughed. "I couldn't find Weryl." He
dropped the gear in a pile, then lifted the saddl ebags and began to strap themin place.
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At the thunmp of the dropped equiprment, a chicken scurried away fromthe stable and uphil
toward the shelter that had held the livestock through the I ong w nter

Ayrlyn lifted the bow "Wn't Ryba be a little angry about this?"

"She said | could take what | needed, that | was so guilt-ridden I'd be fair."

"She has that right," Ayrlyn said softly. "I"mglad you brought it. You've done so nmuch for
everyone else. | brought six extra blades-two of your blades, and four small crowbars for trading.
Ryba won't miss the crowbars, and you deserve sonme of your own. You wouldn't bring them and you
m ght not ever have the chance to forge replacenments. They're all packed away. And all ny trading
silvers."

"Practical woman. | don't think | have nore than a hal f-dozen silvers and a few coppers."” The
engi neer eased the bedroll into place. "I did bring one spare bl ade, besides the pair."

"Good. | also brought sone water bottles for you. You'll need them when we get down into
Lornth."

"You still think that's the right way to go?"

Ayrlyn lifted her shoul ders as she strapped a water bottle in place. "W go east and run into
Kart hanos and Gall os, and the easterners feel even nastier than the Lornians. Al so, sonething
about the west-"

"Feel s better?"

The heal er nodded. "I couldn't say why."

"I"lIl trust a good feeling over sterile reasoning any day, especially here."

"I don't know," mused Ayrlyn. "There's nore to the order magic of this world. It's not just
feeling. There's a system sonmewhere.”

"You're talking |ike an engi neer, not a healer."

"Aren't they really the sane?"

Nyl an | aughed, then began to readjust the shoul der harness that would hold his second bl ade.
Wth one at his waist and the other in the shoul der harness, he shoul d have access to one weapon
in any situation. Even as he hoped he didn't have to find out, he knew he woul d. Candar was t hat
sort of place.

After he tightened the harness and checked his ability to draw the bl ade easily, he | ooked at
Ayrlyn. "Are you ready?"

Ayrlyn gl anced out the open stable door and down the narrow canyon. "I can't believe Istri
woul dn't bring Weryl."

"I didn't exactly broadcast our departure. D d you?"

"No . . . but she would have known."

Nyl an I ed the nare out into the sun and clinbed into the saddle. "Maybe we'll see her on the
way out."

"Maybe." Ayrlyn sounded doubt ful

In the still-cool light of spring, they let the nounts carry them down the road and past the
sm thy.

Ydrall and Hul dran stood by the door to the structure that Nylan had desi gned and built-and
where he had forged scores of the deadly Westw nd bl ades. At |east, he had managed to finish one
nmore nondestructive itema foot for Daryn, along with all the bl ades.

"Take care, engineer . . . healer," offered the blonde. "You, too," said Nylan. H s voice was
thick. As they passed the causeway, a handful of guards in the bean field straightened. One
pointed in their direction and waved. Nyl an waved back

Hi s vision blurred as he | ooked beyond the indistinct faces, as he saw the cairns in the
background, with the dark green stal ks that woul d bear starflowers rising fromthe rocks.

When the nare's hoofs struck the stones of the bridge, his eyes went to the tower, but no one
stood on the causeway or waved.

Nor was there any farewell fromthe watchtower as they crossed the top of the ridge and headed
down, down to the road that woul d take them west.

As the two rode past the scattered trees on the |lower ridge and eased the nare onto the road to
the west, the sanme road used by the Lornians and Gerlich the year before to attack Westw nd, Nyl an
could sense a figure noving through the trees.

"Soneone's coming," said Ayrlyn.

Nyl an gl anced back toward the ridge, though he could not see the tower beyond, and his hand
went to the blade at his waist. Wth both eyes and senses, he tried to track the approaching
rider.

Beside him Ayrlyn shifted in her saddle. "No chaos there."

Istril rode forward, out of the trees, Weryl strapped to her chest. She also wore twi n bl ades.
Her free hand patted Weryl on the back
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"Nyl an?" Istril's eyes were red, as if she had been crying, and her voice was hoarse.
"Istril? | looked for you and Weryl, but Siret said you' d taken Weryl off riding." Nylan eased

the mare to a stop, and Ayrlyn stopped the chestnut. "I didn't nmean to go off w thout saying
anyt hi ng. "

"I knew." Istril coughed as she reined up. "Knew you'd have to | eave." She turned to Ayrlyn.
"I"'msorry for the trouble and the hurt | caused you, healer. But you'll understand, | hope."

"Istril began Ayrlyn.
"Hear me out, please, 'fore you say anything." The silver-haired guard turned to Nylan. "You

have to take Weryl, ser. He's your son. He has to go with you. | know he does.™

Nyl an wi nced. "He's yours, too, Istril, far nore than mne."

"What kind of life will he have here? He's got your blood. The Marshal'Il drive himout before
he's even grown. He can live in the lowands. | can tell that. | can't. It'll be all right for the
next one. The Marshal's not the only one who sees the future. I'Il call her Shierl. She's a girl,
and the Marshal | ooks fond on girls."

"\ 2"

"You saved ny life, ser, nore than once, and Weryl's all | can give, and you'll raise him

right. You do everything right. You will."

Besi de him Ayrlyn offered the faintest of smiles.

"Da?" asked Weryl, stretching out his hands.

Istril funmbled with the straps of the carry-pouch. After a slow and lingering enbrace, she
slowy eased Weryl away fromher and lifted the silver-haired boy toward Nyl an

Nyl an stretched out his own hands, too, even though he knew that the single syllable neant
little enough, and that giving himWryl was the nbost painful action Istril could ever have taken

As the smith struggled to settle Weryl in place in the pack on his own chest, readjusting the
sword harness and the blade itself, Istril disnounted and began to unfasten the two bags behind
her saddle. Her cheeks were again tear-stained. "One's food-the best | can do; the other's
cl othes. They're not nuch."

"I"l'l carry one,"” Ayrlyn offered.

"You'll be good to the engineer... and Weryl." Istril swallowed and coughed. ". .. hate this .

hate it... but I'd have nothing . . . without you two."

"You woul d have done fine," Nylan protested.

"Wthout you two, every last one of us'd be dead or slaves or both." Istril cleared her throat.
"This way . .. thisway . .. I'll have Shied and a life, and Weryl'll have the best ... he can
too. "

Nyl an didn't know what to say, and he patted his son on the back and | ooked hel pl essly at
Istril.

"Wn't stand here weeping ... like sone fool." Istril threw herself into the saddle, took a
long | ook at Weryl, then urged her mount into a trot back up the road to the ridge and the tower.
"Daaaa ..." said Weryl, and Nyl an wondered if the sound were as sad as he thought, or if the

sadness were his.
How did he get into such nesses? Was it life, fate, or his own inability to see all the
patterns? He could see enough to know that Wstw nd had needed a tower, and all the buildings, and

the smithy and the mll, yet-where people were concerned-he felt so blind, so inadequate.
He gl anced at Ayrlyn, sitting stone-faced on the chestnut. "You haven't said much." The
engi neer | ooked at Ayrlyn. "I feel sorry for Istril, and I'mangry at Ryba. It didn't have to

happen this way." The heal er took a deep breath. "I need to think about all of this. If it were
anyone but Istril. . . anyone-"

"You' d | eave nme?"

"Probably." Ayrlyn shook her head. "No. | wouldn't, but I'd be angrier, a whole |ot angrier
Istril's not the self-pitying, self-sacrificing type. She knows what woul d happen to Weryl, and
it's tearing her apart. And it would only be worse if you rode back to Westwi nd. So don't even
think about it. Istril didn't nean it as a guilt-trip. But I'mangry. In effect, we have a child
before we've really had a chance to sort anything out, and | can't really even be angry at you
Except | am Part of me says that it wasn't your fault, and part of me wants to know why you're so
frigging noble that you always end up picking up the pieces." She flicked the reins. "W'd better
get nmoving. Sitting here on the trail doesn't solve anything." No ... it didn't. Nylan cleared his
throat, patted Weryl on the back, wondered how | ong before the boy would be hungry, and flicked
the mare's reins, beginning a journey whose end he didn't know for reasons he could feel but not
articulate, with a son he barely knew in sone ways-and they were headed for a |and where they were
probably hated because he couldn't stay where he had built a safe haven.

Life was just so fair, so wonderfully equitable. His jaw tightened as he eased the nare after
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Ayrlyn.

XI'X

THE BROWN- HAI RED nan in the silver robes waited as the officer in the green uniformand white sash
advanced into the small receiving hall-a marble-fl oored roomnerely | arge enough for two or three
of the Cyadoran steam wagons whose nunbers had dwindled fromlegion to a nere score or so.

"Maj er Pi at aphi ?"

"Yes, Your M ghtiness?"

"Sit down."

The maj er glanced at the two padded stools, each arnl ess and backl ess, that faced the table
desk behi nd which sat Lephi on a hi gh-backed stool. Finally, Piataphi seated hinmself on the front
edge of the left stool

Lephi lifted the scroll. "This is the response we received fromthe Lornian barbarians. Do you
know what it says?"

"No, Sire." A faint sheen coated Piataphi's forehead.

"I't says nothing-except that we are discourteous. W of the | and of Cyador, ancient and mi ghty,
are di scourteous. W of Cyador, who brought order out of disorder, cities out of . wild forests,
we are di scourteous. We who brought netal -working and the first trade ships to cross the oceans,
we are discourteous. There is no remenbrance of the daughters they enticed away generations ago,
nor of the dangers to life our ancestors elimnated, such as the stun lizards that were
everywhere."

Pi at aphi wait ed.

"That in itself is no matter, Majer. No matter." Lephi stood and stepped from behind the white-
| acquered tabl e desk that dated through at |east eight generations of Lords of Cyador. The Emperor
wal ked toward the tinted gl ass wi ndows, then paused before the oil ed wooden frames as his eyes
ranged over Cyad, down fromthe hillside site of the Wite Pal ace, toward the harbor, toward the
piers that once housed the Wite Fleet of the ancients, before his grandsire had decided that the
bar bari ans around the Western Ccean had nothing to offer. He smiled faintly as he took in the
cranes and the tinbers at the shipworks to the west of the white stone piers.

The white-paved streets glistened, glistened fromthe hiss of broons as the sweepers continued
their endless work to ensure that the Wiite City remained shimering white. Those who wal ked the
streets were well clad, clean, and scented with oils and spices, as they should have been

W thout turning back to face Piataphi, Lephi continued. "You will teach the barbarians the
meani ng of di scourtesy. They have forgotten that all that they possess cane fromthe ancients of
Cyador. Since they have no gratitude, we nust use fear. They have existed on the sufferance of
Cyador, and we will not suffer that nisapprehension to continue."

"Yes, Sire." Piataphi remained nearly notionless on the edge of the stool

"Whuld that we had the fire cannons. O the lances of light, but those will be with us again
before long."

"We cannot duplicate the fittings yet, Lord. Nor fill the reservoirs."

"We cannot duplicate themnow, " nmused Lephi. "But that is changing. A ready, we build a
fireship. Then we will recreate the fire cannons. You will not need themnow Cyador is |arger
nmore prosperous than in the tinme of my grandsire.” He turned back toward Piataphi. "W nust have

the copper mines of the north; those in Delapra will not |ast. Take all the even-nunbered Mrror
Lancers and the Shield Foot-"

"Al'l, Your M ghtiness?"

"I am not aware of any other challenges to Cyador. Are you?"

"No, Sire."

"I wish the barbarians annihilated-those within fifty kays of the mines. The others you may
handl e as you see fit. If they will not respect us out of gratitude, they will respect the forces
you command. "

"There are doubtl ess nany nore-they breed like lizards, Sire-than in years previous."

"You may al so take the Shining Foot."

"Thank you, Sire."

"Begi n your preparations tonorrow. You may use half the steammagons on the North H ghway."

"As you conmand, Sire."

"As | command ... yes, as | command, Majer. And | comand you to | eave a swath of destruction
around any that oppose the might of Cyador. O forget what we have bestowed upon them"

The maj er nodded.
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"You may go."

Pi at aphi stood and stiffened to attention. "All honor to Your M ghtiness and to the glory of
Cyador. "

"G . .." Lephi gestured, as if to wave away a fly.

The maj er saluted, turned, and marched fromthe snmall receiving room

Lephi's brown eyes went to the ancient painting on the inside wall-the etched-nmetal depiction
of a wheeled steamwagon with a fire cannon turning a section of trees and animals into ashes.
Even a giant stun lizard was shown flaring into flane.

"Cyador will becone yet nore mighty," he whispered. "W will have nore steamnagons and fire
cannon. W will. As | will it to be. As it was in the beginning, and will be evernore."

XX

THE STREAM GURGLED and spl ashed, not quite overflowing its banks, if well below the clay track
that was sonmething nore than a trail and |l ess than a road.

The gray | eaves on the willowlike trees had spread but not turned to the fuller green of
summer, and the new | eaves were but hal f-open. A few starflowers bl oomed in patches on the far
side of the water, nestled in sun-warned patches of green between the piles of weathered rock that
had peel ed of f the canyon walls over the years. A steel-blue bird chittered fromthe top of a
scrawny pine as the two horses carried their riders downhill and generally westward.

Nyl an patted Weryl gently, trying to encourage the boy to keep sl eeping. For whatever reason
carrying his son seened to nmake hi m saddl esore nore quickly, yet a year-old child didn't weigh
that nuch. O was it the weight of two blades- or all of it together? He lifted his weight off the
saddl e a nonent, and his knees protested.

"Do we have any ideas where we ought to be going- besides west?" Ayrlyn asked.

"No. | wish | did, but. . ." Nylan turned in the saddl e and | ooked back over his shoul der
toward the ice needle that was Freyja-now barely visible above the gray rock walls of the canyon
that the road foll owed, downward and usually westward. He took a deep breath. "In a way, | fee
lost. | always | et soneone el se decide. The service needed engi neers, and so | became one. Ryba
and the marines needed a safe haven, and | built it. Now ..." He shrugged as he | ooked toward
Ayrlyn. "Now, | have to figure out where we're going and what | want fromlife, and | can't-or |

haven't so far."

Ayrlyn nodded. "You're getting nore honest with yourself, and that's a start."

"Great. | now know that everyone el se has been determ ning ny destiny. It doesn't nake finding
it any easier-on ne or you."

"We share that, Nylan." She offered a soft snmile. "W'Il work it out."

"Even with Weryl ?"

"In some ways, it's easier. He's so young."

The smith noistened his |lips, then asked, "How long will it take to get out of the Westhorns?
You' ve travel ed these roads nore than | have."

"Four or five trips don't nake nme an expert. W didn't exactly have a lot of tine to |learn
about this place, and | was nore worried about trading for the things we needed and avoi ding the
| ocal arnsmen."”

"This isn't the nmost popular route."” So far as Nylan could tell, the only tracks on the narrow
wi ndi ng road were those of Skiodra's traders, and those had been nearly weathered away. |In places,
the tracks of deer, and in one section, a bear, were superinposed over the traces of the traders
carts. Clearly, not too many locals travel ed the Westhorns-not in spring, anyway.

"I't will get nore popular. Ryba has nade sure nost of the brigands are dead, or they've gone
el sewhere. "

"W hope. |I'mnot exactly convinced they're all gone." Nylan gl anced ahead, at the narrow
val | ey sl oping away, and at the thick green canopy on the |left side of the road, probably grow ng
out of marshy ground beside the stream The greenery was enough to hide anythi ng, including
bandits.

"Ryba will take care of any that are left," Ayrlyn offered.

"I'n the sane way she takes care of everything else," Nylan added sardonically. "Wth a sharper
bl ade applied nore quickly." He squinted at the road ahead. The nention of brigands bothered him
t hough he couldn't say why.

"You're bothered.”

The engi neer nodded.

"We' Il just have to be careful."
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"I hope that will help." After a nonent, he added, "It would help if Ryba inproved sone of the
stream fords, put in bridges." Nylan w ped his forehead.

"Still the engineer, | see."” Ayrlyn laughed. "I probably always will be."” He tried to | oosen
his jacket all the way, but stopped as Weryl, who had been sl eeping, gave a lurch. Ayrlyn stil
wore her jacket nostly closed. He hoped the | ow ands wouldn't be too hot-there was a difference
bet ween being able to survive and surviving in something other than total nisery.

"Waaa . . ." Weryl squirned in the carrypak, and Nyl an coul d sense his son's disconfort-again!
The odor confirmed Nyl an's senses.

"We need to stop again,"” The smith wanted to | augh at the |l ook on Ayrlyn's face. "You were the
one who said he traveled well."

"I shouldn't have spoken so soon." They had to travel alnobst a kay before they descended enough
into the canyon valley and reached a spot where the approach to the streamwas both gentle enough
and open enough through the tangled willows-with a shelf of coarse sand-for easy access to the
wat er .

Nyl an extracted Weryl fromthe carrypak again, hanging it over a low w |l ow branch, followed by
Weryl's | oose trousers. The pants were dry, thank darkness, but the cloth beneath was anythi ng
but.

Nyl an took a deep breath and stepped toward the stream

At the first touch of the cold water, Weryl began to how .

"I"'msorry, little fellow," Nylan said, "but you don't like being a nmess, and | don't Ilike
snelling it."

The cries were interspersed with sobs, which drifted into sobs alone by the time Nylan had his
son back in dry clothes.

"Can you hold himwhile |I wash out what he was wearing?" Nyl an asked Ayrlyn.

"I woul d have hel ped, but you seened to have everything under control. You will attack changing
himlike an engi neering problem though."

"l suppose so. It is a waste disposal problem"™

"He's your son, not a waste disposal problem™

"He may be ny son, but being ny son isn't going to nake himless snelly or nore confortable.”
Nyl an handed Weryl to Ayrlyn, who lifted himto her shoul der and patted his back, rocking as she
did so.

Nyl an's hands were red fromthe cold water of the streamby the tine he had the cloth squares

clean. "I'll have to fasten them over the bags or something so that they' |l dry."
"He's hungry, | think," suggested Ayrlyn.
"We' Il try the biscuit things, with water." After draping the cloth squares over the

saddl ebags, the engi neer opened Weryl's food pack

There had been no such things as baby bottles on Westwi nd, not when all the mlk was breast
mlk, but in the food pack was a crude wooden cup with a carved cover that had a snmall spout.
Nyl an had breat hed one sigh of relief when he had seen that.

"Let ne sense the water,"” Ayrlyn offered. After a nonment, she added, "It's safe enough. They
don't have river rodents here-not that we've seen. Sonetines, they foul the water."
Nylan filled the cup and capped it. He still worried about getting the boy to eat enough of

what ever was necessary for a proper dietary balance, but Weryl happily gumred his way through a
bi scuit and hal f-sucked, half-drank sone of the stream water

After that, the engineer eased himinto the carrypak again and remounted. "How | ong before we
have to stop agai n?”

"W don't have a tinmetable, you know," Ayrlyn pointed out.

"I know. But | feel as though there's sonething we'll have to do and that tine's running out."

"You al ways feel that way."

"Maybe." But Nylan didn't think so. Hs eyes took a |last ook at Freyja as the track carried
them around a wi de curve forned by the stream and the ice needle vani shed behind a wall of gray
rock covered with scattered evergreens.

XXI

HOW FAR TO t he wards?" asked Thenphi
The headman, who bounced in the saddl e of a swaybacked roan that had the | ook of a cart horse,
of fered an expression that could be a shrug. "How far, honored w zard? That would be hard to say."
"Why?" asked the wizard, his tone resigned. "Because ... the wards, they are no nore, and the
wal | has been covered with shoots and creepers.”
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The dark-haired wi zard wanted to sigh, but did not. "What happened to then®"

"W do not know. The forest covered them Since before my grandsire's grandsire's grandsire the
forest has been there, and the walls have been there, and neither has changed. | can renenber
wal king the walls all day and not even reaching the north corner. It is nore than fifteen kays
fromCeliendra, ser wi zard. Wien | was young, | kept a whole kay of the wall nyself. | trinmed,
and | pruned. Once | even clinbed over the wall, but | clinbed back-quickly. There was the | argest
forest cat | ever saw. Now . . . we cannot even see the white of the walls."

"And you did not send anyone to check the wards?"

"We did. My sister's son Byudur. He was the village wi zard. He did not return. Nor did the

wi zard from Forestnorth."” The headnan peered toward Thenphi. "So we sent our petition to H s
M ghtiness. Surely, the Lord of Cyador would know. And you, the w zard of wi zards, are here."
Behind them fromthe nounted | ancer officers, came a chuckle. Thenphi ignored it. "I am here

and | amsorry to hear of your sister's son. Did anyone find any trace?"

"The Accursed Forest |eaves no traces." Thenphi did sigh, but under his breath. Wrse and
wor se, and Lephi had no real idea of what went on in Cyador, not with his dreans of rebuilding
past glories.

The wi zard frowned as he caught sight of the wall of green that stretched across the horizon
above the fields through which the packed clay road passed. Ahead the road ended at a wooden gate
in a | ow woden fence. The gate to the field was ajar, and there were hoof prints in the danp
soil.

"There! You see. Even since yesterday, the Accursed Forest has grown."

The white wi zard eased his mount through the gate into the field and rode anot her hundred
cubits or so before he reined up

A line of green creepers had covered half the field, and he could al nbst see the green edging
toward him He blinked, and blinked again. Was the green cl oser?

"You see, honored wi zard?" said the headnan of Geliendra.

To the east, beyond the rebuilt dike that held the irrigated rice field, the scene was worse.
There ... trees had sprouted. Not all that high, perhaps knee-high, but knee-high in a season? O
| ess than a season?

As the headman had sai d, Thenphi could not see the retaining walls. They coul d have been a few
hundred cubits back behind the advanci ng greenery-or farther. He studied the forest again,
mental ly calculating. The taller trees, the ol der ones, began no nore than two hundred cubits back
fromthe creepers and the | ower undergrowh. A chest-high line of green, barely visible, stretched
fromwest to east-the wall, covered in vines.

The wi zard di snounted and handed the gray's reins to Jyncka. Then he stepped forward, gathering
whi t eness around hi m

Light flared, as if fromthe forest, and Thenphi staggered on the soft ground that had been
turned and sowed, where sprouts of green peered through the dark soil. Thenphi forced hinself
erect, ignoring the danpness on his forehead.

After another glance toward the wall of green nearly a hundred rods north of the |Iong green
creepers, his brows furrowed, and a firebolt arced into the green. The vines and knife grass
bl azed for a nonent, and a circle of ashes spread until it was nearly thirty cubits wi de before
the flames died.

The white wi zard wi ped his sweating forehead, and he turned.

"Jyncka. W will do this the hard way, the way our forefathers did. Make arrangements tor
torches and barrels of pitch.™

Jyncka nodded. "Yes, honored wi zard."

The headman smil ed nervously.

Thenmphi studied the forest for a time. Then he turned and took the gray's reins fromJyncka and
renpunted. "It will be a |l arge undertaking, but mainly tedious." Then he swung the gray back
toward Gel i endra.

Behi nd himfollowed the headnan, Fissar, and the disgraced |ancers.

XX

FOR A TIME after they ate, Nylan just lay on the bedroll in the early twilight. Hs rear was too
sore to sit on anything, and the rnuscles above his knees ached too much to stand. Hi s hands were
raw from col d water washing off everything fromtheir few pots to Weryl's cl oth undersquares, and
his head ached faintly.

So, facing Weryl, he lay on his stonach, wearing his shirt and a tunic, but no jacket. Down the
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needl e-strewn sl ope, the streamrushed and gurgl ed. The faint hum of insects rose as the light
dimred. A faint and chill breeze swept across their canpsite fromthe higher and ice-covered peaks
to the east. Ayrlyn sat sideways on the bl anket behind the silver-haired infant. She wore her
jacket, but had not fastened it.

"You know, it took just nonents when | brought the |ander across what it's taken us three days
to cover by horse."

" 000 .. Pudgy fingers grasping for the wood, Weryl crawl ed across the bl anket toward the
snoot h stick Nylan had shaved cl ean and rounded with his dagger.

Ayrlyn pulled off her boots and nmassaged her calves. "I'd forgotten how nany ruscles riding
af fects. The skiing hel ped, though. It isn't as bad this year as it was last."

"Hmm . . ." said Nylan as he held the stick.

"We're lucky it's early in the year. The npbsquitoes aren't out yet. None of the big flies,
either. That will change when we get |ower."

"Wonder ful . "

"Gaaaa!" Weryl's fingers grasped the stick

"He's strong."

Nyl an nodded. "He'll be wal king before sumer's end- sooner, perhaps. If we travel too far

I'"lI'l have to make some sort of seat for him He already gets heavy."

"I"ve noticed when |'ve carried him He also squirns."

The engineer rolled on his side, containing a wince as various nuscles protested. Weryl began
to clinb over his shoul der

"Not so fast, young man." Nylan set the boy back in the mddle of the blanket, and Weryl
charged across it on hands and knees, again clinmbing across Nyl an.

"Li ke his father, he doesn't give up."

"I'mtired, and he's just getting started."

"Well... he sleeps nost of the day," the heal er pointed out.

"The motion of riding and the carrypak nmust be soothing.” Nylan let the silver-haired boy clinb
alnost all the way over him before he picked his son up and set himback in the mddle of the
bl anket agai n.

Weryl | aughed.

"He thinks it's a ganme," Ayrlyn said with a chuckle.

“I''ll really be worn out by the tine he's tired."

"You, the untiring iron snmth? The tower buil der who never stopped? Tired by a child?" Ayrlyn's
snile got broader. "You could just go to sleep.”

"Just sleep? Not a chance." Nylan grinned back, ignoring the twinge in his shoul der as he set
Weryl back on the center of the blanket once nore.

Weryl charged toward Nyl an's knees, instead of his chest. "It sounds like a triunph of |ust
over conmon sense. Do you think I'minterested? You didn't ask."

"Are you interested?"

"I"l'l have to see. You only asked when |I forced you to.
flame-red hair glinted with a light of its own in the gl oom

"I'"ll try to do better in the future." Nylan lifted Weryl overhead. "Your powerpaks are stil
fully charged, aren't they?"

"Oooo . . ." Suspended over Nylan, Weryl imediately drooled, and the |liquid dropped on the
smth's chin. Nylan set his son on the bl anket and wi ped his face. "Serves you right," Ayrlyn
sai d.

"Thanks. ['Il remenber that when we're... whatever." The snith absently reclai med Weryl once
nore. "Doing what we can where we can. You know, in sone ways, it was idiotic to just |eave. No
destination, no plans."

"I't would have been better to wait until Ryba found a way to di spose of nme or turn you into an
arm ess stud, the way she threatened Gerlich? Sonetinmes, Orational smith, you have to go with
your feelings. By the tine you can rationally figure it out, it's too late."

"Maybe ... | don't know as |I'ma very good snith, though."

"The | ocal s thought you were, and that's one test."

"Maybe, " Nyl an repeated

"Don't you think you could be a snith somewhere?" Ayrlyn asked

"I don't know. |I'd guess it would have to be a small town sonmewhere they don't have one. The
| ocal s have to be better than I am"”

"I wonder about that. You can feel the nmetals, and nost people here don't seemto have that
ability. Both Nerliat and Relyn were clear on that. Lord Sillek managed to survive because he had
three white wi zards-three in an entire kingdom That tells me that the talent for w zardry-or the

The heal er tossed her head, and the
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ability to use it-isn't conmon."

Nyl an scooped up Weryl and just held himfor a noment, hoping the involuntary stasis would
break the try-to-escape pattern the boy had adopted.

"Waaa- daa- daaaa! "

"All right." Nylan set Weryl back on the blanket, and the silverhead dropped on his knees and
crawl ed toward Ayrlyn.

"lIt's my turn?" Ayrlyn scooped Weryl up and set himback on the bl anket.

Veryl | aughed.

"I think it's luck and chance. W've all ridden the angel powernets, and sensing the order
flows, the chaos flows, whatever it is that passes for magic here, is a lot easier if you have."
Nyl an intercepted Weryl's attenpt to craw over his boots. "Look at Westwind. Only three of the
original marines had any talent, but all of the officers who had to ride the fluxes showed up with
it."

Ayrlyn shrugged. "Could be. My point stands. There can't be that many sniths who have your
talents.”

"That may be, but | don't have any tools either."

"You're too guilt-ridden to take any."

They both | aughed, before Ayrlyn had to grab Weryl again.

XX

THE VAN OF the Mrror Lancers rode four abreast, heading east on the great North H ghway, and yet
there was room for a steamwagon besi de them The white stones of the roadbed, which shimrered at a
di stance, woul d have displayed slight pits and hairline cracks if exami ned too closely.

Behi nd the van cane the full Second of the lancers, then the Fourth, and then the Sixth. Even
four abreast, the colum of horse stretched alnost a full kay.

Then came the steammagons, only half a score, for all their individual bulk and power, their
iron-tired wheels runbling, engines puffing, brass rods and pistons noving and glittering under
the white-gold sun. Each wagon pulled two long trailers |aden with supplies and covered with white
tarpaul i ns.

Behi nd the wagons rode the Eighth Mrror Lancers, and then the Tenth, and behind them streaned
the Shield Foot, followed, a half kay farther back, by the Shining Foot. Al in all, the
assenbl age of horses, wagons, and foot extended nore than three kays along the North Hi ghway.

In the first third of the colum, imediately before the steam wagons, rode Majer Piataphi
with two captains flanking him Al wore the white and green of the |ancers, and their saddles
were of hard-finished white | eather.

"The Shining Foot cannot wal k as fast as the |lancers or the wagons,
captain to Piataphi's right. "W are slowed to their pace."

"I doubt the barbarians will note, Captain," responded the majer. "They are convinced it wll
be seasons before we act."

"I't will take nore than an eight-day to reach Syadtar, even with the steamnagons, and anot her
ei ght-day through the Grass Hills to the nmines," pointed out the other captain.

"Fromthe screeing mrrors, we can tell that the barbarians have few arnmsnen left fromtheir
petty wars, and fewer coins. There are no horse noving, no foot being gathered, not even their
ragtag levies. W will be at the mines before they can gather forces." Piataphi coughed as the
wi nd swirled ashes and cinders fromthe steammvagons around him "Taking the mines will be harder
than hol ding them These barbarians will sneak through the trees and the hills, and | oose their
j agged- edged arrows and be gone before you know they are there. Screeing glasses are not nuch good
for small bodies of fighters."

"I's not that why the Lord Protector of Cyador told us to clear the area around the mnines?"
asked the bal ding captain. "Yes, Matorphi." Piataphi |owered his voice. "W still have to
mai ntain that area. It is one thing to destroy or drive out everyone; it is another to hold it-as
his great-grandsire found out. That is why we nust strike quickly and anni hilate everyone." He
coughed again as the following wind swirled down nore snoke. "Let us ride up with the van unti
the wi nd changes."

He guided his nount to the clear left side of the white stone high-way, then urged it to carry
hi m ahead of the exhaust gases fromthe m ghty wagons.

observed the bal di ng

XXI'V
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THE MARE WAS breathing heavily as she carried Nylan out of the narrow space in the rocky defile
where the road finally leveled, and started back down once nore.

Nyl an gl anced ahead, where the orange white sun had just dropped bel ow t he West horns, and where
t he shadows cast by the peaks to the west had cl oaked the road and the wooded vall ey ahead in
gloom The smith shifted his weight in the saddle and, as his eyes adjusted to the dimer |ight,
rubbed his forehead in relief fromthe-glare he had been facing for what had seemed so | ong.

"It's hard riding into the sunset," he said, half over his shoulder to Ayrlyn, whose chestnut
fol | owed.

"Gaaa-dah!" answered Weryl, windmlling his arms.

"By this tine of day, any riding is hard,” Ayrlyn snorted. "Even your son thinks so."

"He has sense. Tell ne again why doing this is a good idea."

"Because all the other ideas are worse," suggested the flane-haired heal er

"That has sone nerit, but not the sort of thing you read about or see on trideo screens."

"We saw our last trideo screens a long time ago," she pointed out, "but you're right. Fictiona
characters al ways have one good choice. They just have to find it."

"And us?"

"The |l east of terrible choices, and sonetines all choices are bad."

The smith straightened his |legs, easing hinself up in the saddle, pronpting another set of arm
windmill's by Weryl. Ahead appeared two crude long walls, fornming a half-roofed triangle that faced
a stone-ringed firepit. To the left was an overgrown path-1|eadi ng presumably through the trees to
the stream Nylan could snell the danpness fromthe marshy flats beyond the structure, borne on
the cooling light wind out of the west. "That |ooks |ike a rough sort of way station,” Nylan said.
"It is," said Ayrlyn. "W used it once, | think. There are lots of npbsquitoes on the path to the
stream | remenber that."

"Shoul d we go on?"

"There's not nuch el se. The road gets rocky and narrow beyond the valley, and wi nds away from
the stream”

"Great. | hate npbsquitoes.”

"It's quiet," said Ayrlyn, as they rode toward the triangular shelter

Nyl an strained his ears, in between Weryl's interruptions, but could hear nothing, not even the
normal whirrs and insect chirps. H's eyes went to the road, and he frowned, then pointed.

"Hoof prints, there."

"They're nore recent,” Ayrlyn said, standing in her stirrups and scanning the area behind the
shel ter.

The smith's eyes flicked to the structure, but no one lurked in the back, and the flat area
around the fire seened untouched in the growi ng di Mmess. He studied the trees again, but the thick
foliage revealed nothing. Twirrrppp . . . twrrrppp .

Nyl an didn't recogni ze the annoyingly cheerful bird caII and only saw a flash of yell ow banded
bl ack wings. "Wiat's that bird?" He felt there was sonething about it he should renenber.

"They're noisy." Ayrlyn frowned as though she were trying to recall sonething as well.

The yell ow and bl ack bird perched on a shrub on the other side of the rock-circled firesite,
its head cocked in a perky attitude. Twirrrppp . . . twirrrppp . .

Nyl an started to extend his senses beyond what his eyes coul d see when he heard the faintest of
clinks, and his hand reached for the blade in the shoul der harness, realizing all too late that he
shoul d have drawn the blade first. The bird was a traitor bird!

"Daaa-dah!" Both Weryl's chubby hands grasped at his arm

"No." Nylan eased his hand free and grasped the bl ade. "No!"

Whhsstt! One arrow hi ssed past his shoul der, and he lurched forward, before he stopped, the
reflex halted by Weryl's strangled yell and bulk in the carrypak

Aline of fire creased Nylan's |left shoul der, and he spurred the mare in toward the shelter
hopi ng that he could use the log walls as a barrier to the archer, and knowi ng that he was too
close to flee without becom ng an even better target.

Hoof s t hundered out of the woods toward the two angels. Awkwardly, Nylan struggled to get his
bl ade free, hanpered by Wryl's very presence and the boy's anger at being nearly squashed-and two
very active and windm|lling arms. He didn't |ook at Ayrlyn, having his hands full in trying to
turn the mare and rai se his own bl ade.

Five riders burst up the path, led by a tall and bearded man on a roan, who wore brown | eathers
and swung a hand - and - a - half blade like the crowbar it resenbled toward Nylan's head with a
yell. "Haaaiii!"

Al'l too conscious of Weryl on his chest, Nylan sonehow parried the first brigand's wild cut,
hal f-ducking as the man rode past and toward Ayrlyn. He barely nmanaged to get the blade back up
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before the second and third riders were on him

The second rider, in gray, mssed with a slash, and the third, in tattered brown | eathers,
lifted a rusty blade with a bl ack-toothed smle

Desperately, Nylan threw his first blade, as he had | earned through rmuch trial over the past
two years. Then, trying to yank the mare away fromthe two with one hand, he struggled with Wryl,
the mare, and his unsteady seat in an effort to clear the second shortsword fromthe wai st
scabbard. The mare skittered si deways.

"CGet him Skittor . . . get-"

"Watch the other."

A wave of whiteness swept over Nylan, leaving himnonentarily blind, as his thrown bl ade
sl ammed through the second brigand. He tried to duck, again hanpered by Wryl and the carrypak ..
and by his son's whinpers and flailing arns. A slash of fire and a dull ache slamed the snith's
| eft shoul der-the off-center blade of the third bandit-and Nyl an hal f-slunped in the saddl e before
sonmehow j erking the second bl ade clear of its sheath. He had to stop themif not for hinself, for
Weryl .

Anot her dull inpact slanmed across the top of his left thigh as he brought the dark gray bl ade
up intime to parry a third half-wild slash. Despite the pain-blinded and intermttent inages
rel ayed by chaos-stressed eyes, he nmanaged to bl ock another flurry of weak slashes before his eyes
cl eared enough and his blade, following Ryba's and Istril's training, brought down the third
bri gand.

Fighting white flashes |ike renewed knives in his eyes, he turned the mare back toward the
road, where a single rider slashed at Ayrlyn.

The man barely had a chance to | ook up in surprise before the Westw nd shortsword cut through
hi m

Then ... Nylan clung to the saddl e, effectively blind, with his eyes providing but scattered
i mages that strobed against the increasing darkness of the twilight, while he struggled to keep
his fingers around the heavy blade in his right hand. "Daa . . . daaa . . . wah-dah?"

"Your daddy's hurt." Ayrlyn's voice cane froma great distance, although the smth knew that
she had reined up beside him

"Wah- dah?"

Nyl an forced another deep breath . . . and another, telling hinmself to concentrate on
breat hi ng, hoping that no nore brigands showed up.

."1'"m having some troubl e seeing, but you don't |ook Iike you can see at all. I'mgoing to tie

up ny mount, and help you and Weryl down. Can you hold on for a nonent?”

"Yes," he croaked.

Wiuff. . . uffff. H s mare tossed her head.

"Easy," he nuttered, squinting against the white knives that jabbed fromhis eyes into his
skull. "Shit.. . can't even defend . . . without friggin' blindness. "

" Daa?"

"We'll be all right." He hoped so. At least, he could hear the chitter of insects, and the
whi ne of sonething el se. Msquitoes seeking free bl ood?

"Waa- dah?"

"Have to wait." He forced his eyes open, ignhoring the pain. Was it |ess? Scattered inages
flicked at him then vanished, then returned in an annoyi ng pastiche of vision and bl ackness.

Nyl an | ooked slowly around the former canp/way station, trying to make sense of each inage.

Two nounts snorted by the stream riderless. The bandit in tattered brown | eathers lay spraw ed
facedown beside the ashes of the fire, a dark splotch around his shoul der

The one in the gray shirt lay faceup, his head at an angle, nearly at the feet of Nylan's
nount .

Ayrlyn wal ked slowy past the fire site back toward the smth.

A third nmount-a gelding, Nylan noted in a clear and sonmehow det ached way-skittered sideways on
the slope leading to the stream his hoofs raising puffs of dust. The figure on the gelding' s back
twitched, then slid ponderously fromthe saddle into a heap in the dry dirt scraped by the hoofs.

He turned his head, slowy, feeling the Ilight stabbing in his right shoul der, and the dul
aching throbs in his left. Hs right thigh hurt, and he | ooked down. The | eathers were unbroken. A
bruise fromthe flat of a blade?

"Daaaa . . ." whinpered Weryl. "Daaaa ..."

" all right. . . it's all right,"” rmunbled the snith.

"Like flame ... it is," snapped Ayrlyn as she took the reins and started to | ead his nount
toward the shelter. "You're bleeding . . . like a hounded . . . deer . . . look |ower than .
clamshit."
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"Had trouble . . ." Nylan turned his head, trying to see if any nore brigands coul d be around
H s neck twitched, and the nuscul ar quiver sent nmore arrows of fire into his skull. "W . . . got
themall,” Ayrlyn affirmed, still speaking between heavy breaths. "Don't. . . know . . . how

Beyond her, he saw another riderless nount, and a horse struggling-and failing-to rise.
"Friggin'. . . ness." The engineer had to agree. "Can you get down? Hand ne your bl ade."

"Ch." He | ooked stupidly at the shortsword, lowered it, and let her take it. Then he nanaged to
swing his uninjured | eg over the saddle and started to clinmb out, but his fingers lost their grip
on the saddle rimhe had used to steady hinmself, and he hal f-di snounted, half-fell against Ayrlyn.
"OQofff. You're still heavy."

"Daaa . .." protested Weryl. "Sorry . . . son."

Still blinking against both the throbbing and aches fromall over his body, and the white
flashes that interrupted his vision, Nylan half-stood, half-|eaned against the tinbers of the
shelter. Ayrlyn quickly unfastened and laid out his bedroll, then eased Weryl out of the carrypak

"Sit down," the healer said, holding the silver-haired boy. Nylan sat. His thigh and shoul der
protested, and his vision wavered as he did.

"Stay put!" Ayrlyn snapped at Weryl as she stripped the carrypak off Nylan and studied the
wound in the smth's shoul der. The boy blinked and stayed put on the foot of the bedroll. "You
really took a gash here," she nunbled. "I'mglad | brought some dressings."

He sat quietly as she lit a small candle and used its light to see as she began to cl ean and
bi nd bot h shoul der wounds. Around themthe darkness grew, and the whuffing of the bandits' nounts
breat hi ng di m ni shed as the insect chorus swelled, backed by the sound of the stream

"I can tell we're not going anywhere for a day or two."

"I'"ll ride tonmorrow "

"No, you won't."

"Wah- dah?" asked Weryl .

"In a moment," Nylan said, his night vision taking in again the carnage that surrounded the
crude way station. Even in leaving Westwind, they didn't seemto be able to get away from viol ence-
fromthe fact that force determ ned destiny. He started to shake his head.

"Don't nove. | still have to clean out the rest of this nmess. Let nme see that arm"

Nyl an raised his right arm and the redhead peel ed back the sleeve slightly. Nylan could fee
her reordering the fields around his wounds and using her skills and senses to push back the
whi ti sh chaos of infection

"You' ve never gotten this beaten up before," she said.

"You try fighting with a carrypak,” the smth offered wyly, "and with Weryl flailing around."
He took a deep breath. "I need to figure out some other way to carry himbefore |ong."

"Al ways the engineer."

Nyl an wi shed he coul d be just an engineer, or even a smith. Instead, he found hinself using
bl ades. He did shake his head. Who was he deceiving? Even the U F.F. had only wanted his
destructive skills as a conbat power engineer. Wuld it ever be different?

"There." Ayrlyn rose. "Now | need to see about the horses and the purses of those brigands."

"Are you all right?" he asked. "I can't see very well."
"Bruised-sone little gashes. Nothing like you." A ragged snile crossed her lips.
"I can help."

"No, you can't. You just watch Weryl. You've |lost nore blood than you think."

Weryl | ooked toward Nyl an. "Wah-dah?"

Ayrlyn funbled with the harness on Nylan's mare and handed hi mthe bottle.

"Thank you," he said, unstoppering it and offering it to his son, trying not to wince as he
bent forward.

Ayrlyn started toward one of the bandit horses, her steps heavy in the gl oom

XXV

I DO NOT think your stratagemwas terribly effective," said Gethen, |ooking over at his daughter
and his grandson. "This scroll-it promses to flay us for our discourtesy, with all the night of
Cyador."

"No one el se had a better one." Zeldyan | aughed, a trace of bitterness creeping into her tone
Nessl ek sat in a snmall chair and grabbed at pieces of biscuit as she offered them "W would be
flayed anyway, discourtesy or not. How conme your efforts to gather |evies and arnsmen?"

"Those in Cerlyn and the south are willing. They will even offer nore than the required
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l evies." Gethen snorted. "Their nenories are long. They recall the old days when any wonan coul d
be bought as a concubi ne and any father who protested executed."

"I think they remenber the executions nore than the dishonored daughters." Zeldyan sliced a
smal | corner of a pearapple and offered it to her son. Nesslek rolled it around his nouth before
finally swall ow ng.

"Sadl y, daughter, | would have to agree, but we nust take any way station possible in this
storm"”

"Have you heard from Fornal ?"

"No. | fear he will have difficulty in obtaining any arnsnen from Dosai."

"Could he not use the levies for the border patrol with Jerans?" Her eyes went to the w ndow
and the thunderstormthat had rolled out of the southeast.

"l suggested that to him and that may free a few good arnmsnen, but we will have to | eave sone
there for seasoning and expertise."

"You still do not trust Ildyron?" She took a few sections of pastry herself and ate slowy,
then sipped cold greenjuice fromthe goblet.

"Ahhhh . . ." Nessl ek reached for the goblet.

"This is your nother's," Zeldyan said firmy, looking toward her own father. "I will feed you

nore |later."

"Sillek did not, and | did not, and | see no reason to change ny views." Gethen coughed.
"Ildyromwi |l show the sharp side of his blade again when it suits his needs."

"As will nost holders and lords," Zeldyan said, nore to herself than her sire.

Cet hen rai sed his eyebrows, but did not answer.

XXV

NYLAN TURNED I N the mare's saddl e and gl anced back to the east at the tree-covered hills that
conceal ed nost of the rocky and ice-covered peaks of the Westhorns. He al nbst shook his head.
Ei ght days, or was it nine? But three had been spent recovering fromthe bandit attack

"Darkness . . ." he nmurnured, shifting Wryl in the carrypak. H's son seened to grow heavi er
with each kay they rode, and he hadn't been really carrying Weryl much until the l|ast day or so.
Wth his bad shoul der, Ayrlyn had done nost of that.

"Do you want nme to take hinf? You shouldn't overdo it." Ayrlyn turned her eyes fromthe tether
to the gray that followed with the extra packs on it. The other bandit horse that hadn't fled had
been so lane that they had left the beast free.

"Overdo it? | haven't done much of anything--except ride."

"You did enough in the last two years for three people. Wiy are you so hard on yoursel f?"

"We've actually ridden six days," Nylan said, to change the subject. "Did it take you this |ong
on your trading runs?"

"Five to this point, | think. But we also didn't run into bandits, and we didn't have to stop
so often.”

"I can't ride if he's unconfortable,” Nylan adnitted. "Not hard-hearted enough, | guess."

"It's been hard for nme, too," Ayrlyn adnmitted. "I sense when he doesn't feel good. O when you
don't."

"My sensitive healer." In nedically prinmtive Candar, Nylan had again becone very glad she had
that talent. At times his shoulder didn't even hurt.

"Just renenber that. You' re also ny sensitive engineer, mage, and smith."

"I still don't know about the mage part."

"You're a mage. Don't fight it." The healer studied the forest to the left, the south side of
the road. "Mrre broad-|eafed trees there. You can tell we're | ower."

After Nylan blotted his forehead in the still air, his eyes went to the clear blue-green sky.
"It's hotter."

"It's getting confortable.”

"By the tine you're confortable, 1'Il be roasted or broiled ... or sonmething." He cleared his
throat. "W still haven't seen anyone."

"There were sheep in the neadows between the woods up ahead, last fall. It might be early for
that, yet. | don't know " The redhead stood in the stirrups for a noment.

"Stiff?" the engi neer asked.

"Alittle."

"You weren't last night."

Ayrlyn flushed. "You are inpossible. After a wound like that... | wouldn't have believed-"
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"You're a good heal er."

"Too good . "

Nyl an's nare whuffed as the road curved to the north around a hill crowded with evergreens
bearing grayi sh green needles. Nylan patted her shoul der, then Wryl's back. The boy squirned, and
j abbed a heel into Nylan's diaphragm

"I felt that. Kick himagain, Weryl. He deserves it."

I nstead, Weryl |ooked up at his father and said, "Daaawaa!"

"I'f that means something, | haven't decoded it yet." Nylan glanced at Ayrlyn. "Aren't there any
peopl e here?"

"Not many. Lornth isn't that heavily popul ated around here. There's a town, or a hamet, or a
vill age, whatever you want to call a collection of huts about a hal f-day on."

"That's sonet hing."

"Not ruch nmore than sonmething,"” replied the healer. "It's pretty bl eak."
"Isn't there sone civilization . . . sonewhere?"
"Well . . . Lornth nust have sone. They have good mnetal work, w nes, and traders."

"Lornth-isn't that the nanme of the country?"

"Nylan," said Ayrlyn slowy. "Lornth is a city-state. The capital is a city called Lornth. The
|l ocals say this road goes to the city of Lornth. The lord of Lornth holds these | ands, except he
has other |esser lords that-"

"Please ... not an elenmentary civics |lesson. | asked a dunb question. Next time, just tell me
it was a stupid question.”

"You don't |ike wonmren who tell you that."

Feeling |li ke he had been gut-punched in a different way, the smth took a deep breath, then
gl anced beyond Ayrlyn to his right. "The trees are different." Nylan w ped his forehead, although
he wore no jacket, just a shirt and tunic.

"I hadn't noticed," Ayrlyn said.

"They are different,” Nyl an repeated.

" How?"

"Their tops barely nmove in the wind, and . . . look at the roots. They're gnarled and huge and
above the ground."

"What wi nd?" Even Ayrlyn had blotted her forehead.

"Hi gher on the hills-see the tops of the broadl eaves. They're bending. W nust be down in a
protected area.”

Ayrlyn eased the chestnut closer to the side of the road, extended a hand, then drew it back
qui ckly. "They've got thorns, |ike spikes. They're like the ironwods we were going to nake
charcoal out of, except bigger and thornier."

"You get spiked?"

"No. Alnpst. That was a dunb idea." She took out her own water bottle and drank

"Waa- daaa, " demanded Wéryl .

"That's water, in Wryl's terns,"” noted Ayrlyn.

Nyl an got out the water bottle, and ended up getting nore water on the carrypak and his own
trousers, but Weryl kept gulping for atime. Nylan tried to keep the bottle from bouncing into his
son's face, and ended up getting his fingers half-gouged by the few teeth Weryl had. Finally, he
put the bottle back in the hol der.

Ahead the road ran straight for atine toward a dip between two hills. The one on the right was
covered with the gray-green ironwoods; the one on the left with high grass. Nylan squinted. Was
there a hut in the mddle of the nmeadow?

"So ... the trees are different. Wat does that nmean?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Not hi ng, | suppose. Except ironwoods aren't sonething that you can cut. The branches don't
bend. "

"I ronwoods . " mused Ayrlyn. "That's it!"

"What's it?" Nylan sniffed, suspecting an all too famliar odor creeping upward fromthe
carrypak.

"Da . . . wa-wa!" Weryl grinned.

"These are the ironwoods. You can't cut them You can't ride through them w thout getting
sl ashed to bits."

"So . . ." Nylan winkled his nose and | ooked down at his grinning son

"Relyn ... he attacked Westwind to get lands and a title, Lord of the Ironwoods, | think was
what he told ne." Ayrlyn laughed. "And the |lands are alnbst worthless to this culture. They can't
have the kind of tools you need to use the wood. How can you clear sonething that tears you to
shr eds?"
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"You can't. You nmean that Sillek, or someone, was offering nostly worthless | ands to encourage
attacks on Westw nd?"

"That's what it feels like." Ayrlyn shook her head. "Darkness ... the politicians never change.
He sounds as bad as half the U F A"

"I don't think we're going to have to worry about the United Faith Al liance ever again. The
descendants of some Rationalists, but not the UF A"

Ayrlyn eased the chestnut closer to Nylan. "Ch ... | can snell himfrom here."

"The stream gets closer to the road ahead, there."” Nylan's shoul der had begun to throb nore
strongly, again, and he probably needed to I et Ayrlyn carry Weryl, nuch as it bothered himto ask
her-even if he had been the one to insist on his turns once he had felt the shoul der woul d take
the strain. He just hoped they wouldn't run into any nore bandits-not any tinme soon

"We can't get there too soon." Ayrlyn eased her nmount slightly away from Nyl an-and Weryl.

Nyl an tried not to breathe deeply and | ooked ahead to the stream

XXVI |

NYLAN GLANCED FROM t he white-orange sun that hung in the deepeni ng green-blue sky, barely above
the rolling hills to the west, to the group of houses-or hovel s-that clustered on the uphill side
of the road that stretched before them

A dull runble of thunder cascaded down fromthe hills, and the engineer-snith turned in his
saddle. A line of white and gray clouds roiled above the Westhorns, headed westward and toward the
travelers, clouds that swelled skyward and bl ackened as Nyl an wat ched.

"We've been |ucky," Ayrlyn observed. "Ten days in the open, and no rain. You couldn't have
asked for better weather. We can find a shelter up there."

Nyl an | ooked fromthe ham et ahead back to the storm trying to sense the energy patterns. He
failed, as he usually did unless a stormwas alnost on top of him "It seens like it's going to
rain for along tine."

He | ooked down at Weryl. The rain wouldn't be good for him or his still-healing wounds, and it
woul dn't be good for his son.

"It's a big storm" Ayrlyn confirned.

As their mounts pl odded down the gentle grade, and the gray gel ding pl odded after them the
smth studied the ham et ahead. The walls were of crudely chi pped stones, not so nuch nortared in
pl ace as stacked and chi nked. The roofs were rough-boarded wooden pl anks, the joints covered with
thi nner strips of wood.

Even fromnore than a hundred cubits east of the village, Nylan could see the gold and brown
chi ckens clustering behind one hut. "Chickens . . . they have chickens."

"Everyone has chickens here. Even farther south on the flats, where it's hotter, they have
chi ckens. "

"It gets hotter and flatter and | ower?"

"OF course.”

Nyl an groaned. "It's only spring."

Behi nd them closer now, the thunder rolled again. Weryl shivered in the carrypak, as if he
could sense while asleep the order and chaos conflict in the stormas it bore down on them

"How were you received here?" asked Nyl an.

"They didn't close all the shutters.”

"Ch?" Nylan shifted Weryl again, ignoring the twinges in his shoul der

"They don't have shutters-or nmuch of anything else here, except food. Actually, they do have
shutters. They don't have glass for their wi ndows, though."

"Can we buy sone food? Sonme grain would be good for the horses."

"I have before, but it depends on how their harvests were."

"We got sone coins fromthe bandits."

"Five silvers and a dozen coppers-not exactly fair conpensation for the wounds and bruises.™
"And a gray packhorse and saddle.” Nyl an took another quick | ook over his shoul der, but the
stormwas not that nmuch closer. Then, distances tended to be deceiving in the clear air of Candar

The two continued to ride as the thunder rolled again out of the Westhorns.

"Asolid storm" affirmed Ayrlyn as they neared the hamet. "Lots of chaos up there."

"You can feel that?"

"You can't?"

"No, not until it gets close," he adnmitted. "You're better with the winds, | think."

"Fancy that. . . and you adnitted | was better."
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"It's hard." He forced a grin.

He got a quick smile that faded as Ayrlyn turned her eyes back to the hovel s ahead. There were
no wal ks between the dwellings, just pathways worn in the soil by years of foot travel, and small
structures to the side or rear of the main houses. Quthouses, Nylan realized, as a certain odor
drifted in his direction on the stiffening breeze-outhouses not too carefully tended.

Cleared and turned plots behind the houses were clearly gardens, and their careful tending
contrasted with the scattered debris piled beside the doors of several dwellings.

"It's the trader woman! No one has hair like that... there's a silver-haired one with her." The
yout h. darted i nside the second dwelling.

"They' || be disappointed to see I'"'ma nman." Nylan shifted his weight in the saddl e and Wryl
yawned. O course, the boy was waki ng up. They were about to stop

'"The men will be. | don't know about the wonen." Ayrlyn grinned. "You'd better not try to find
out, either."

"Wth ny friend here?"

"Are you saying you would if Weryl weren't here?"

"No . . ." stammered Nylan. 'That's not what | neant."

"That is not what you said."

Nyl an wanted to wi pe his forehead. Wiy was he al ways sayi ng dunb things? On the one hand,
Ayrlyn wanted himto be nore forthcom ng. On the other, being forthconi ng meant being |ess
cautious, and less cautious meant. . . He sighed.

"Why the sigh?"

"Later," he tenporized as an old wonan stepped out fromthe first hovel

Ayrlyn sl owed, then stopped the chestnut, and Nyl an reined up beside her, glancing around.
Three houses farther along the road a nman appeared at the door, bearing a staff, but the bearded
figure did not nove, just watched.

"Trader? Where is your cart?" asked the gray-haired wonan.

Wth a start Nylan realized the woman was not that old, possibly not nuch ol der than he was.
Behi nd her, in the doorway of the stone-walled structure, stood a child, perhaps waist high, with
a twisted leg that dragged as the girl linped out onto the rock stoop.

The gray eyes beneath the gray hair turned to the smith.

"A silver-hair bearing a child."

"He is a man and a smith," Ayrlyn said.

"He has no beard. Are all the silver-haired men such as that? A man with no beard? A silver-
haired man with a child. No man of Lornth would carry a child.”

"A beard is too hot," Nylan said quietly as Weryl began to squirm He wi nced as heels jabbed
into his diaphragm but he didn't want to get his son fromthe carrypak until he knew how friendly
their reception was going to be.

"Waaa- daa. "

He conproni sed by unfastening the water bottle and letting Weryl drink-and drool water over his
|l eft trouser leg. A gust of wind whistled through Nylan's hair, and a roll of thunder runbled
across the hanlet.

"Asmth, yousay . . . well ... the angels are different." She | aughed, alnost a cackle. "And
with those blades and the fires of Heaven, so |'ve heard tell, I'Il not be one to question. Need
you any chi ckens, |ady trader?"

"No chickens. We are traveling, not trading." Ayrlyn paused. "Wo mght share a roof with us?"

"Hi sek might have room and he has a | arge shed that would shelter your nmounts.” The wonan
pointed. "At the other side, just beyond the burned hut. That was Jirt's place. Not nuch, and
since Hisek's consort died, Jirt and his woman live with Hi sek. Hisek's his sire. They have a
| arge common, and even a separate roomfor the two. Imagine that. Hisek built it for Gstene. Said
it was what they did in Lornth. Miuch good it did her." The eyes sharpened. "Wy be you traveling
so early in the year?"

"Because it would not have been healthy for me or nmy son to remain on the Roof of the World,"
Nyl an tenpori zed.

"That place be not healthy for many, so |I've heard." The lane girl tugged at her nother's arm
and the gray-haired woman nodded. "The pot's boiling. Go see Hisek."

The brown-bearded man nmerely watched as they rode past his house, his eyes flicking from Nyl an
to Ayrlyn and then to Weryl. Nyl an nodded politely, but the man did not respond. Then they rode
past the burned home-little remai ned beyond the bl ackened stones and the charred remants of roof
tinmbers.

"That must have happened this winter," Ayrlyn renarked.

"Wnter . . ." O course-winter was when people had fires for heat, and when few were outside
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to see if a spark had caught sonething.

Ayrlyn and Nylan reined up outside the |arger stone house-it even had a rudimentary covered
porch, and there was a long shed to the side of the dwelling. A long, |ow ng sound indicated that
at least one ox was in the shed.

"Greetings!" called Ayrlyn as she disnounted.

Nyl an wat ched as a heavyset, white-haired nan stepped out under the porch

"You ni ght be Hisek," Ayrlyn began gently. "I am Ayrlyn-"

"The angel trader. | have seen you before." A puzzled |ook crossed Hi sek's face. "I have naught
to trade.”

"We seek a roof for the night. W were told you had a | arge conmon. "

"Aye. "

"A few coppers," suggested Ayrlyn.

"I do not know ... a flane-hair and silver-hair... two angel wonen ..." The squat Hi sek pulled
on a straggly white beard, and his eyes turned to Nylan, who was struggling with Weryl's efforts
to reach the water bottle.

"Nylan is ny consort. The angel nen often do not wear beards."

Nyl an | ooked at Hisek. "It would be good if Weryl had a roof over his head in a storm"

"A man carrying a child-"

"I'malso a snmth," Nylan said. He could tell the business of explaining that he was a nan
woul d get old. Still, he was stubborn enough that he didn't intend to grow a beard. Even though he
hadn't shaved every day, his whiskers were so silver-transparent that they weren't obvious from
any di st ance.

"And a warrior, | would wager, with the ease you bear those blades. Cold iron weighs heavy."

"We only fight to defend ourselves," Ayrlyn said.

Anot her roll of thunder cascaded across the valley, and the w nd whistled, gusting enough that
H sek | ooked to the east and squinted. "Quite a stormcomi ng out of the east. Quite a storm" He
pursed his lips. "Three coppers, say, and you share our stew." H's eyes twi nkled for a nonment.
"Course it'd taste better if a trader could add sonething-"

"Sonme dried neat, that's about it," Ayrlyn said with a smle in return.

"Let me show you the shed. Wuldn't want your nounts out in this, and old Nerm he |likes
conmpany. Never knew an ox that didn't."

Nyl an di smounted, carefully, to avoid squeezing Weryl against the mare, and foll owed the others
to the shed

"See . . . like a stall if youtie themat this end."

The ox | ooked up placidly, then | owed again

"Told you, Nerm he |ikes conpany. Oxen better for tilling than horses. Smarter, too."

"You take Weryl," Ayrlyn said, turning to Nylan. "He needs exercise, or we won't sleep tonight.

I"Il get the nounts and the gray."

Nyl an carried the bags off his mare and lugged themup to the house, and a squirm ng Weryl in
the carrypak as well. H s shoul der had begun to throb before they were halfway to the house.

"Must be a smith. You're a slender fellow, but don't know as | could haul two heavy bl ades, a
rollicking child and a stone's worth of baggage." H sek panted as he wal ked beside the snith.

"lron is heavy, but working the hammers was the hard part,” Nylan adnmtted. "There were tines
when | felt ny arns would fall off."

"My sire-he always told ne-yes, he did, never to ness with a smth. 'H sek,' he said, 'any man
who nmakes his living beating iron won't have much trouble beatin' you.' That's what he said.”

Nylan didn't feel that ironlike, not at all, and he wondered again how | ong before the shoul der
woul d heal conpletely.

More thunder, closer, rolled out of the east. Overhead, the sky was covered, except for the
western horizon, with dark clouds.

"Best check the supper,” puffed the white-beard as he stepped onto the narrow porch and then
into the house through the open door. "Just set your stuff in the corner, there."

The common room had a hearth at the west end, with coals over which a large iron kettle was
hung on an iron swivel nortared into the side wall. An oblong trestle table filled the center part
of the room w th a bench tucked under each side. In the hearth corner at the back of the room was
a narrow pallet bed. A kitchen-type work table stood wedged into the other hearth corner, with
pitchers and boxes on it, and several kegs and small barrel s underneath.

Nyl an unl oaded the gear in the corner away fromthe hearth. Then he eased Weryl out of the
carrypak, carted himout to the front porch and set the boy on the stones. Weryl inmmrediately
craw ed for the front edge of the porch. Nylan scooped hi maway and set himdown by the door, but
Weryl started for the edge again. The smith nmoved him
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"They be determined . . . young ones." Standing in the doorway was a heavy young womran,
scarcely nore than a girl, perhaps not much ol der than N era, the orphaned girl at Westw nd, whose
nmot her had died in Gerlich' s attack.

"They can be," he answered pl easantly.

"I be Kisen. Jirt is ny consort. He has the flock in the | ow neadow." Kisen sat on one corner
of the stone porch, letting her feet dangle.
Nyl an set Weryl back down. This tinme, the boy | ooked at Kisen, his eyes wi de.
"Boy?" she asked.
"My son." Nylan realized that the brown-eyed girl wasn't really heavy, but pregnant.
"He has hair like you, not like ... the other angel. Do the angels all have silver or flane
r?" She shifted her weight, as if unconfortable.
"No. Sone have bl ack hair, or brown hair, or blond hair. Even anong the angels the silver and
flanme hair is not that comon." Even as he spoke Nyl an wondered. Only one of the angels with the
flane-red hair or the silver hair had died in the first two years, one of six. Only four of the
ot her twenty-seven had survived. Was that luck? Or did the traits tied to hair color ... he shook
his head. All those with the strange hair could sense the order/chaos/fields, and that had to help
with survival

"First, thought you were another wonman angel. Hard |ike the others. How cone you don't grow a
bear d?"

"Beards are unconfortable. Hot."

Ki sen nodded. "They say you folks |like things colder. That true?"

"That's true, nostly:" Nylan lurched to recover Weryl again.

Anot her gust of wind carried a few rai ndrops under the porch roof. Ayrlyn hurried around the

hai

corner and onto the porch, carrying the saddl ebags, her bedroll, and Weryl's second bag.
"I put themin the back corner," Nylan said.
"Both of you carry two blades . . . ?" asked Kisen

"That way you can throw one," Ayrlyn said dryly, as she stepped into the dwelling, banging the
door with one of the shortswords as she did.

"You throw them too?"

"Yes."

"Kill ed anyone?"

Nyl an wi nced, then nodded.

"Lots?" pursued the girl.

"Too many," Nyl an said.

Anot her gust of w nd brought nore rain, and Nyl an scooped up Weryl. "Tine to go inside, Weryl.'

In the common room Ayrlyn was breaking off a nunber of chunks of dried nmeat and easing them
into the iron kettle that hung over the hearth. "They should cook for a tinme |onger."

"Be a while "fore Jirt gets back anyhow. " Hi sek | ooked at Kisen. "You make sone biscuits,
Ki sen?"

"Can try, anyhow. " Kisen headed toward the table in the corner

Nyl an sat on a three-legged stool by their gear and set Weryl on the floor-rough planks laid
edge to edge and snoot hed by feet and boots. Weryl grasped Nylan's trousers and pulled hinself up
tottering on short legs for a nmonment before plopping down in a heap. After a nmonment, his fingers
grasped the | eather trousers again.

"He'll be wal ki ng sooner than you think," said Ayrlyn, taking the other stool and setting it
besi de Nyl an.

"Looks that way."

After another attenpt, and another, Weryl gurgled and smil ed.

Nyl an sniffed and reached for the boy. "lIs there a well or strean?" he asked nore |oudly.

"Use the well by the shed. Bucket's there," said H sek

Nyl an grabbed a clean cloth undersquare from Wryl's pack and carted the boy out through the
light rain to the well. Wiile the well water was warmer than the icy streamwater of the
West horns, his hands were still red and raw by the tine Weryl and the soil ed undersquare were
clean and they were back at the house.

Anot her figure stood inside the door, and Nylan had to stop suddenly to avoid running into the
shorter man.

"This be ny son, Jirt," offered Hisek. "These are angel folk, travelers, 'cepting that the
flane-hair's also a trader at times. Silver-hair's a smth."

"My sire's guests are welconme.” Jirt frowned as he | ooked at Nyl an, obviously confused at the
| ack of whiskers until he saw the stubble.

"The fl ock?" asked Hi sek

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (52 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:38 AM]



file:///F)/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt,%20L %620E%20-%20Recl use%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos¥%20Bal ance.txt
"They're in the corral. No cats-so the lanbs are all there. Cats be out later."

like his sire, but brown-haired and brown-bearded.

"Good! We can eat now. You brought the neat, trader |lady. You serve," said Hsek. "Sit." Hisek
i ndi cated that Ayrlyn and Nyl an should take the end places on the benches.

As the others sat at the trestle table, Ayrlyn |adled out the stew. Another crash of thunder
seermed to rock the house just as Ayrlyn served herself, and the rain splashed down in sheets.

"We're very thankful to be here," she told Hisek

The stew wasn't bad, neither as awful as the nesses that Kadran had made in | earning to cook
nor as good as Blynnal's cooking. It was plain and filling, and the dried venison hel ped a | ot.
Ki sen's biscuits were heavy, but the one that Nylan offered Weryl seened to keep the boy busy,
hal f as food and half as a teething ring of sorts. At |east, Nylan managed to eat a good dozen
mout hful s before he went back to alternating spoonfuls between Weryl and hinsel f.

"You have a lot of trouble with the cats?" Nylan asked Jirt.

"Depends. Last year was bad. Lost half the | anbs," answered the herder, his nouth full. "This
year . . . not so bad. Yet. Cold w nters nmake easier springs."”

"Way is that?" asked Ayrlyn

"The deer. .Cold winter, the deer have it hard. They get weaker, and that nmakes it easier for
the cats. Cats are snart. Rather go after a deer than a sheep and a herder that could kill 'em
Jirt reached for another heavy biscuit. "Solid biscuits, sweet. Like 'emthat way."

Ki sen snil ed

"True what they say about the angels," ventured Hisek, "that they-you fol k-destroyed all Lord
Sillek's arnmsnen and sone eighty score of Lord Karthanos's fol k?"

"That's about right. We didn't want to, but when you have two thousand arned nen trying to kill

Jirt was square

you-" Ayrlyn shrugged.
"Idiots .. ." munbled Hi sek through his food. "Can't live there. Can't even pasture up there
‘less you're arich lord. Al it's good for is bandits, and been a lot |ess of themsince the

angel s showed. Got nmore fromyou, trader, than fromthe folk out of Lornth."

"Peace, now," said Nylan. "Both Karthanos and the regents of Lornth agreed to |let Westw nd be
i f Westwi nd keeps the roads safe of brigands."

"Sone sense after all," noted Jirt.

"Only one who gets killed is the common man," said Hi sek. "CGolar was a |evy. Lucky to come back
alive. Brother didn't. That grassland |l ord of Jerans killed him H mand his bitch consort."

After nore small talk and after all the biscuits were gone, and after Nylan changed Weryl agai n-
thankfully he was only wet-the three nmen dragged the table to one side of the room

"There's the best we can do," offered Hisek

"That's fine," said Ayrlyn.

"Mich better than outside in this weather," Nylan agreed.

Jirt and Kisen retreated through the nishung door to the small bedroom and Nylan rolled out
his bedroll in the corner away fromthe fire, letting Ayrlyn have the cl oser space. After easing
Weryl onto the side closest the fire, he stretched out, glad to get the weight off his feet and
buttocks. For a tine, he felt better. Then he began to notice that the plank floor was hard, as
hard as if it were nade of the rock that conprised the walls.

Plick! A raindrop splatted on the floor behind his head.

The engi neer turned his head toward Ayrlyn. Her eyes met his, and she gave a half-shrug with
t he shoul der she wasn't |ying on

"Better than being outside,” she said.

Plick! Plick! As if to enphasize her statement, the hissing of the rain becanme a heavier
spl ashi ng, and another set of thunder rolls echoed outside.

Nyl an turned slightly, careful not to roll onto or into Wryl, or to put his weight on the
heal i ng shoul der.

Plick!

Across the room the older man began to snore, like a crosscut saw that rasped across Nylan's
nerves.

Plick! Plick!

He cl osed his eyes again.

Plick!

The engi neer opened them and turned, whispering to Ayrlyn, 'Tell me howit's better than being
outsi de again."

In the darkness she smiled, and her hand reached out and squeezed his. "It is. You're dry."
He was dry. He was also tired, and his wounds and nuscl es ached.
Plick!
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He took a deep breath, trying to rel ax.
Beside him Weryl turned, but Ayrlyn squeezed his hand again.

XXVI 1]

NYLAN GLANCED ALONG the road, a road that now bore a few nore cart tracks and hoofprints, then
overhead at a patchwork of green-blue sky and white and gray clouds that noved rapidly westward.

In the fields to the left of the road stood a small hut, surrounded by gardens, where a woman
in tattered trousers and a frayed gray shirt nechanically scraped away weeds with a warren. She
did not even | ook toward the road.

"You still think we should go to Lornth? Wy?" asked Nyl an, shruggi ng his shoul ders and
enjoyi ng the freedom of not carrying Weryl.

"Call it a feeling ..." This norning, she wore the carrypak that held Weryl, and the silver-
hai red boy was awake and quiet-watching the | ong-horned cattle behind the split-rail fence on the
sout h side of the road.

In turn, Nylan had the rope that |ed back to the gray. He gl anced over his shoul der, but the
gelding followed quietly. The ironwoods again flanked the north side of the road, and Nyl an
wonder ed how many kays they stretched. There were none on the south side. Because the peasants got
rid of theminmmediately? Nylan would have. They couldn't renove those on the north side because
the I ands belonged to the lord of Lornth, at |east fromwhat Nylan had figured out.

"You have any thoughts on why you feel Lornth is where we should go?" he pursued.

"Not really. Sonething tells ne-it could be because one of the regents is a woman-that Lornth
woul d be better."

"That's |ike saying Ryba would be nore nmerciful." Nylan | aughed harshly. "Wnen aren't
necessarily nore charitabl e because they're wonen. You're nore charitabl e because you're you."

"That may be." Ayrlyn shrugged. "It doesn't change the way | feel about it."

"I hope you're right." Nylan grinned at Weryl. The boy waved both arms, jabbing one back into
Ayrlyn's ribs.

"Qoohhh .. . you've got sharp el bows, Weryl." The heal er rubbed her ribs. "W need to think
about designi ng sonme sort of seat, behind the saddl e, perhaps.”
" Behi nd?"

"It's safer, and it would | eave your arns free for a blade or a bowif we ran into brigands. O
have you forgotten how you got all chopped up."”

"No. You're right. 1I'Il think about it... when we get soneplace where | could make it." Ahead,
around the gentle curve in the road that arced to the right, Nylan could see another hut, simlar
to the last, except that no one tended the garden

"You said you had a drean? What sort of drean?" Ayrlyn asked, easing the chestnut closer to
Nyl an.

"Trees-old trees, and they were struggling against sonething. Order and chaos were tw sted
together. But what was funny was that it made sense, and | don't see how tw sting order and chaos
t oget her could nake any sense at all."

"Daaa!" called Weryl, thrusting a chubby fist into the nmoist air.

"Daaa to you, too," answered Nyl an

"\Waa- daaaa . "

"AI'l right, all right," said Ayrlyn as she reached for the water bottle. "Try not to drool al
over ne."

"Good |uck." Nylan | aughed.

"I'"'mdoing this because of ny great good will. . . and because | |ove you, you hardheaded
smith, but don't push it. That shoulder is getting well enough."

"Thanks to you."

"The order-healing hel ps, especially against infection, but we really need antiseptics.”

"We could distill alcohol out of wne."

"How? Isn't tubing and that sort of thing hard to forge?" She eased the bottle to the boy's
lips. Surprisingly, little spilled.

"You're good at that."

"Of course." Ayrlyn grinned as she slipped the cork back in the bottle and stowed it in the
hol der.

"Hmm ... tubing would be hard, but maybe only a little has to be nmetal. Fire and gl aze the
rest. Also, we could increase the al cohol content by freezing the wine or whatever, and renoving
the ice. They used to nmake winter-w ne that way."
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"I thought you'd think up a way." Ayrlyn disengaged Weryl's hand fromthe hilt of her bl ade.
"WAs there anything el se about your drean®"

"There nust have been. It seened to last a long tinme, but the order and the chaos and the trees
were all m xed together."

"I't neans sonething," nmused Ayrlyn.

A shadow passed across the road, extending far around the curve, as a cloud scudded across the
sun.

"Probably." But what? That trees needed both order and chaos? Nylan frowned. True chaos woul d
kill trees . . . wouldn't it? And what did the trees have to do with the future-another idea
pushed forward by his subconscious that indicated how m xed up he was? He pushed the ideas to the
back of his mind, then glanced upward. The sky renai ned the sane m xture of sun and cl ouds, but
the breeze seened cool er w thout the sunlight.

"How far to Lornth?" he asked after a tine.

"Anot her five days or so."

"Five days?" Nyl an groaned.

"O so."

Nyl an gl anced at the road, at the seenmingly endl ess range of ironwoods to his right. Mybe
there were other ironwood areas. He couldn't believe that a stretch of ironwoods that took five
days to ride was worthl ess.

Then, a |l ot of Candar took sone believing, starting with his own abilities and those of Ayrlyn.
He shook his head, and shifted his weight in the saddle. Five nore days?

Weryl gurgled happily and jabbed an el bow into Ayrlyn's ribs again. She took his armfirmy and
nmoved it. "No."

Nyl an coul d al nost feel the nental force of that denial

Weryl's face crunpl ed, and he began to cry.

Ayrlyn shook her head. "He can't be allowed to hurt people.’
himwith one arm "It's all right."

The boy sobbed for a few hundred cubits nore, then stared at the cattle on the south side of
the road once nore. But he didn't jab Ayrlyn with his el bows again.

Then she reached down and hugged

XX X

NYLAN LOOKED UP fromthe way station's hearth fire as Ayrlyn slipped inside, bearing Wryl's danmp
clothes. She left the sagging door open, mainly for light, since there was but a single w ndow
with loose-fitting shutters. Her hands were red fromthe cold stream water.

The smith extended an armto bar the silver-haired boy fromnearing the few flames that rose
fromthe shavings. "No."

Weryl | ooked puzzled, but stopped trying to clinb over his father's |inb.

"He understands,"” said Ayrlyn.

"He's too young to understand. | |earned that years ago in child psychol ogy."

"Child psychol ogy? You were an engineer." Ayrlyn hung the undersquares and Weryl's trousers and
shirt across a |ow roof brace. "He's going to need |arger clothes before | ong. These are getting
tight."

"I know. Maybe we can find a tailor or something in Lornth."

"Ha! Peopl e here make children's clothes."

"I forget about things like that."” Nylan added nore of the pencil wood to the fire, his eyes
hal f on Weryl as he did, but the boy renmmi ned on hands and knees, just |ooking at the snall
tongues of flane fromthe shavings that |icked at the wood.

"Child psychol ogy?" pronpted the healer. "You never answered."

"Distributional requirenents. | wasn't fromthe Institute. | had to take courses at the
university in sonething other than power physics. | thought | mght have children some day; so
child psychol ogy seenmed nore useful than institutional behavior, sociology of the exotics, or
al i en nmetapsychol ogy." Nyl an added anot her chunk of slightly larger wood to the growi ng hearth
fire, glancing at the two pots that waited.

"Child psychol ogy or not, he understands 'no.

Nyl an shrugged, wondering if Weryl were already sensitive to the order fields, if somehow he'd
pi cked up on the enotional energy or disturbance or sonething associated with negatives. |If so,
they'd have to be careful, very careful. He wanted to groan again. It seened |like everywhere he
turned, he had to be careful

"Wy the groan?"
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"Because... if you're right, and Weryl understands no ..."
sensitivity problens.

Ayrlyn bent down, picked up Weryl, and hugged him then eased himinto a nore confortable
position. "You have to give himlots of affection. It can't be false, either, then, because he'l

know the difference."

He went on to explain the

The engi neer wanted to groan again. He didn't need a son who was an enotional |ie detector
Then, his son hadn't exactly asked for the talent, and Nylan and Ayrlyn both had sone abilities in
that direction, as had Istril. Wy was every talent a curse as well?

He slipped a |larger chunk of wood onto the fire and swung the single bracket that bore both
pots over the flanmes. The wought iron creaked and wobbled, as if it mght pull out of the crudely
nortared stones-but it held.

"I't will be a while before the stew, such as it is, is ready,
found those wild onions. They'll help with the seasoning."

Nyl an fol ded the wax away fromthe cheese and carefully sliced small slivers so that they
dropped onto outer cloth that had covered the wax. Wien he had a small stack, he offered the first
to Weryl, who hal f-chewed, half-gunmed the sliver before swallowi ng and opening his nmouth for
nore.

"He's hungry," affirmed Ayrlyn, after sitting on the hearth stones and hol ding Wryl so that
Nyl an could feed him

"Aren't we all? That unplanned stop took nmore food." The smith offered nore cheese and gl anced
at the fire. "lIt's going to be a while."

"That's all right. He's going to need his exercise anyway."

"At | east we've been naking good tine-and only one stormsince we |left your first hanml et-the
one w thout a nane."

"It has a nane. | just never learned it."

"I"'mglad they have sonme of these way stations. It's good to have a roof, especially wth
Weryl, and | get an uneasy feeling when | think about staying in an inn or in some of the towns."

he said absently. "I'mglad you

"The way stations are nostly for traders, | think. Lornth isn't nearly as well populated as the
| ands east of the Westhorns, and they need nore trade, |'d guess."”

"Wonder if that's because of the ironwoods. W' ve seen a lot of them"

Ayrlyn frowned

"It takes tine, good tools, and manpower to clear them They're not nmuch good for anything, and
sonme of the bigger ones you couldn't budge with heavy industrial equiprment. That neans it's a slow
t edi ous busi ness-"

"That could be. | don't know. "

Nyl an crunbl ed nore of the hard cheese into little pieces, and tried to coax nore of it into
VWeryl's nmouth. Wthout milk, trying to balance the nutrients for his son was hard, especially
since fruits and vegetables weren't in season

"Have you ever wondered why we're doing this?" Nylan nused. "Here we are, riding alnost blindly
into a country that was an eneny. If you look at it rationally, it verges on the insane."

"Yes and no. Was it sane to stay in Westw nd?" asked the heal er

"Probably not, given Ryba's mindset."

"Wul d you rat her have gone east, into Gllos?"

Nyl an grinned wyly. "No."

"What ot her direction could we head? O would you prefer to hide out in the mountains for the
rest of what would be quite short |ives?"

"When you put it that way, | feel a little better. Alittle." Considering that he still hadn't
the faintest idea of what he really wanted to do, except... except what? Survival wasn't anything
except survival, and life had to be nore than that. Didn't it? He shook his head.

Weryl drooled out the last section of cheese, a whitish-yellow nmess that oozed across Ayrlyn's
Wi st.

"I think he's had enough,” Ayrlyn eased the child onto the packed clay floor and unstopped a
wat er bottle to wash the small ness fromher wist onto the hearth stones. A sizzle foll owed when
sone of the water touched a coal

Nyl an used a stick he had whittled clean to stir the stew, but kept his eyes on Weryl. "It's
still going to be a while. Maybe you could get out the lutar and sing somnething?"
"Later." Ayrlyn glanced at Weryl, who was crawing rapidly toward the waystation's door and the

twilight outside. "Later." Nylan handed the stirring stick to Ayrlyn and hurried after his son
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BY M D- AFTERNOON of the next day, the two angels had ridden far enough north and west that hills
had flattened nore, and there were cots and even farns scattered here and there on both sides of
t he road.

Nyl an absently wi ggled his fingers in front of Weryl, and the boy grabbed his index finger. The
snmth tugged, just hard enough that Weryl could hang on for a tine.

Nyl an rubbed his chin, glad that he'd spent the tine to shave away the stubble that had been
approaching a beard and getting hot and sweaty in the afternoons. Ahead, the engi neer could see a
wagon drawn by a pair of horses headed in their direction

"The road's getting busier," he said with a laugh, turning his head toward Ayrlyn, again
wiggling his fingers for Weryl to westle with.

"It's about tinme."

As the wagon neared, Nylan and Ayrlyn eased their nounts, and the trailing gray, to the right
side of the road, onto the shoul der where shorter stal ks of green grass sprouted up underneath the
dead grass of the previous year. The creaking of the battered wagon grew | oud enough to silence
the scattered calls of the ground birds in the nmeadow to the right of the road.

"Greetings," Nylan offered pleasantly as the wagon drew abreast of the two angels.

The gray-haired driver glanced at the two wi thout speaking, then | ooked away quickly, his eyes
on the road before him

"Pl easant sort," Nylan said conversationally.

"You'll find nore than a few like that. They think we're evil spirits or something." Ayrlyn
gestured ahead. "W should be coning to a town before long. It could be right past that hill. |
renenmber there was a hill where the road curved just before we got there. It's called G npa, or

H npa, or something like that. After the town, the road follows the river alnost straight north to
Lornth. We didn't go nearly that far when we were trading | ast year, because the towns get a | ot
cl oser together now "

As they rode down the gentle grade toward the curve in the road, a gray stone no nore than knee-
hi gh and partly obscured by grass appeared on the right side of the road. The kaystone read
" HENSPA- 3K. "

"I knew it was sonmething like that," said Ayrlyn.

"What's it |ike?"

"They're all alike. If they're really small, you have one nuddy street, or dusty if it's been
dry, and there are a few stores, usually a chandlery-that's where you can find travel goods,
| eat her, candl es, sonetimes cheese-a cooper's, maybe a cabinetmaker. They'll have a smithy farther

out, and sonme have a nill by the water. The bigger towns sonetinmes have a square with an inn, and
a public room The food's not too bad, but the roonms are pretty awful -bugs and worse. The snel
gets worse in the bigger towns."

"You make it sound so attractive." Nylan | ooked down. Weryl had dozed off.

"They don't have your fetish for proper sanitation-or building."

"I wouldn't quite call it a fetish."

"Most of the guards woul d-except Hul dran. She's as bad as you." Ayrlyn grinned. "I liked the
sem warm wat er, too."

"Thanks. "

At the base of the hill were clustered several houses around a | arge barn and sone
out bui | di ngs. One nan gui ded a horse-drawn plow, turning back the dark soil in an even row. Two

others seenmed to be shearing bl ack-faced sheep

"I'"ve never seen bl ack-faced sheep before,” Nylan said.

"The Rats have them even sheep that are totally black."

"That seens odd, when they revere white and mirror reflections.
again, but Weryl continued to sleep

"People aren't nearly so logical as they'd like to believe." Ayrlyn's tone was dry. "Even the
cold and | ogical Ryba can be illogical. Forcing you out of Wstw nd wasn't the nost |ogical thing
to do."

"That depends on what's inportant, | suppose.”

A boy near the road, holding a scythe, |ooked at the two riders, dropped the scythe and ran
down the lane toward the two who were shearing.

"I don't like that," said Nylan

"Neither do I, but you'll find it happens. Sone of the older children have been fed tal es about
everything fromour eating babies to causing ewes to abort their [anbs-or worse. It was probably
easier for Gerlich because he didn't have flane hair or silver hair."

The engi neer gl anced down
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"That's not any nore reassuring."

As the road straightened on the other side of the hill, Nylan studied the town that |ay ahead
Just a brown clay road | eading to what appeared to be a small square. The houses were not stone,
but sone form of stucco, whitewashed, probably over nud bricks or sonething akin. The roofs were
made of a dull clay tile, and many of the tiles appeared cracked or askew.

A short-haired, gol den-brown dog appeared on the edge of the road, its tail stiff, al nost
pointing at the riders, but as they passed, Nylan detected the faintest wag.

A young woman, with a toddler tied to a rope wound around her waist, struggled to fold I aundry
on a crude outdoor trestle table on the sunny south side of a snmall hut. Chickens pecked nearly
around her bare feet. The woman scarcely | ooked up at the two.

A bl ack dog chained to a snall hut yapped, and kept yapping.

Farther toward the center of the town, a partly bald white-haired man openly stared as they
passed.

"Greetings," offered Ayrlyn. She got no response, and no | essening of the stare.

"This place has a square, anyway." Nylan eased the nare to a slow wal k as they approached the
center of the town.

The square was barely that, with a pedestal and a battered statue in the mddle of the road,
surrounded by a knee-high brick wall.

On one side of the road was a cooper's. Nylan could tell that fromthe barrel hung over the
open doorway. Beside the cooper's was another shop, or sonething, which had no sign. Across from
the unnamed shop was a larger building, bearing a sign that showed two crudely drawn crossed
yel | ow candl es. Besi de the candl e-signed buil ding was a stable and beyond that an inn-or the
equivalent-with a sign showing a black bull on a weathered grayi sh background.

"The crossed candl es nean a chandlery." Ayrlyn continued to survey the town, but the cooper
kept pounding on the rimof a barrel outside his shop, while a heavyset gray-haired woman sat on a
stool outside the adjoining building. She nodded at Ayrlyn, who sniled and returned the nod.

"We coul d use nore cheese,” Nylan said. "I worry about Weryl."

"He's fine, but we could use the cheese-and you might think about cloth-if it's not too
expensive. Coth's never cheap in |lowtech cultures.”

He turned the nare toward the chandl ery. Al though there was a stone hitching post with a brass
ring outside, no nounts were tied there.

"Should we stay in the inn? O have a hot neal? It's getting toward sunset," Nylan said al npst
absently as he disnbunted and tied the mare to the bronze ring in the stone post outside the
chandl ery.

"See what sort of reception you get." Ayrlyn slipped off the chestnut and tied her beside
Nyl an's nount. Then she urged the gray forward and tethered himas well. "I'Il carry Weryl."

"I can carry him"

"I just have this feeling ..." insisted Ayrlyn. "How is your shoul der?"

"Fine-as long as no one puts a blade through it." Nylan grinned and eased Weryl fromthe
carrypak and to Ayrlyn. The boy squirned for a nonent, flailing arms and el bows, then quieted.

The conparative silence of the |ate afternoon was broken by the sound of hoofs-cantering or
galloping into the town.

"Told you so!" yelled a voice

"Angel s!'" said anot her.

Nyl an turned to his left, where two nen vaulted from nmounts across the street, tied them
qui ckly outside the cooper's, and ran toward the chandlery. Two ot hers renai ned nmounted by the
tied horses.

"Careful," nurmured Ayrlyn.

The smith wasn't exactly certain how he could be careful with two armed nmen heading toward him
but this time he wasn't about to |l et anyone get in the first slash

"You killed ny brother!" A bearded bl ond man dragged the huge bl ade fromthe shoul der harness
and | unmbered toward Nyl an. Laggi ng behind was a snaller black-bearded figure.

The smth stepped off the wooden plank wal k, turning to face the | ocal, wondering what to do,
even as his tongue and mind triggered the conbat step-up reflexes and his hands drew the bl ade
from his wai st scabbard.

The huge crowbarli ke bl ade seermed both to fly at Nylan and to nove in slow notion. He whi pped
the Westwi nd blade into a parry-one of those designed by Ryba to slide the big blades. Nylan did
not strike, although the blond was totally exposed for a tine, and instead stepped back, hol ding
his bl ade ready.

"Murdering bitches!" The blond | evered the crowbar around for another nassive sl ash

Behi nd the bl ond, the bl ack-haired nman waited, |icking his |lips.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (58 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:38 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2004%620-%20T he%20Chaos%20Bal ance.txt

Absently, Nylan wondered why having no beard nade everyone assume he was a woman. O was it his
wiry build as well? He eased away anot her nassive slash, alnost effortlessly, and said, slowy, so
slowy, it seenmed, in old Anglorat, "We're just travelers. | only wanted to buy sonme cheese." As
he spoke, he decided he sounded idiotic, but he slipped to one side and avoi ded anot her grunt-
driven, wild slash

The bl ack-haired man suddenly raised his blade and darted forward.

Nyl an threw the bl ade and ducked, half-rolling and conming up with the second bl ade, even as his
m nd automatically performed the ordered flux-smoothing that targeted the first bl ade.

The small er man pitched backward, the black bl ade buried nearly to its hilt in.his chest.

Nyl an staggered, blinded with the white fire that slashed at himfromthe death of the snaller
man. He backed up, knowing the nounts weren't that far behind him and feeling the renewed
throbbing fromhis |eft shoul der

The bl ond man charged again, grunting and bringing the huge two-handed bl ade around |ike a
crowbar .

Nyl an's nuscles followed the well-drilled patterns, and, as suddenly as it had begun, the blond
lay on the street, dead fromthe slash that had nearly severed shoul der and arm fromtrunk

"Stand still . . ." came Ayrlyn's voice out of the white fog that battered at him

Nyl an stood very still for a nonent, alnost blind, before, squinting through the flashes of
white that intermttently blinded him he bent and w thdrew the black bl ade, cleaning it on the
dead man's tunic. H's guts churned, but he wondered if that feeling cane from Ayrlyn, relayed
through the order fields he had tapped, or cane fromthe strain of reflex step-up. H s shoul der
had begun to burn and throb again as well.

"Hi s purse,"” whispered Ayrlyn.

Mechani cal Iy, Nylan bent and used the shortsword's edge to cut |oose the dead blond' s wallet.
Then he slowy wal ked toward the snmaller man and repeated the process. He struggled to reclaimthe
thrown bl ade, his hands clunmsy, but finally pulled it clear. Dunbly, he stood there with a bl ade
in each hand, one clean, one still streaked w th bl ood.

The two others started to ride across the clay of the street toward Nyl an. He squinted, backed
up, and funbled the clean blade into the waist scabbard as the two riders slowy spread, as if to
flank him

Behind the smith, Ayrlyn set Weryl by her feet and drew the blade fromher right scabbard,
stepping into the street past the boy.

"Stop!" screaned the gray-haired woman who dashed into the street in front of the two Lornians.
"You' Il get killed, just like Gustor and Buil did. They're the black angels! Don't you see?"

Nyl an waited, blinking through intermttent vision, trying to see better, breathing heavily,
but not daring to drop out of reflex boost.

"The angel didn't attack him" insisted the gray-haired womran. "He pushed aside Gustor's bl ade,
two or three tinmes. He said he was a traveler. They got a child, and Gustor went for a blade."

The brown-haired nman reined up, nearly on top of the woman. "Jenny-leu ... you're Qustor's
cousin, and you stick up for those . . . always knew you were a woman-| over."

"Wster, | be forgiving that this tine. | never want to hear it again. Understand?"

Surprisingly, the rider |owered his head. "I be no idiot, either. | know one thing. They never
attack first. You attack, and they be killing you. You see, Wster, how fast he noved."

Nyl an hoped that belief in angels never attacking first, but being deadly, spread far and w de.
He still gripped the blade- ready to throwit, if necessary, although he doubted that he'd be able
to function, let alone nove, if he had to kill another Lornian.

Jennyl eu and Wster stared at Nylan, but his eyes went to the second horseman. The ot her had
reined up al so

"See," Jennyleu finally said. "A man and a worman and their child, and CGustor's dead. |If soneone
went for you and your kid, wouldn't you stop 'enP"

Wster |owered the blade, smaller than Gustor's but still nearly twice the length of the
shortswords Nyl an had used, and | ooked toward the snmith. "You done, angel ?"
"I never wanted to fight. All | wanted was to buy sone cheese for ny son." He swal |l owed. "I

could have held off the first man, without hurting him for a while, but not two at once."

"Idiots!" snorted Jennyl eu. "Hotheads! A man wants to buy cheese, and you four darkness-near go
of f getting yourselves killed."

W ster kept looking at his nmount's mane, and the fourth rider eased his nount back toward the
cooper's. The cooper stood by the barrel, eyes w de, wooden mallet in hand.

After glancing at Ayrlyn and Weryl, Nylan funbled out the rag and cl eaned the bl ade before
sheathing it. Wster and the other rider sheathed theirs slowy. Ayrlyn did not, but no one said
anyt hi ng. Then Nyl an bent and slowy lifted the blond man and carried the body across the street,
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draping it over the nman's saddle. Then he did the sanme for the smaller nman. H's eyes burned, and
so did his shoulder. He hadn't wanted to kill anyone.

"See that. He picked up CGustor |ike he was a baby,
Nyl an. "Al'l you angels that strong?"

"He's a smith," answered Ayrlyn. Her eyes flicked to Nylan's |eft shoul der

The smith shook his head.

"dare!" snapped the woman. "Not only . . . never you nind. Wster, take 'em hone to Furste
and tell himthat | don't want to see any of his kin in tow for a while. Not until he's done some
t hi nki ng. "

"Tonorrow s market day."

"W won't sell to any of you-not tonorrow "

After the four horses-two bearing riders and two bearing bodi es-trudged east out of Henspa,

mur mured Jennyleu to Wster. She turned to

Nyl an crossed the street again, Ayrlyn at his side.
"I"'msorry," he said to Jennyleu. "I didn't nmean to cause trouble. I'mglad you were here."
"I can't say as | be so glad you are here, angel, but fair is fair. | saw you trying not to

fight, and | saw Gustor not |istening, and then that sneak brother of his. Wren't they cousins
I'd sent 'emto darkness |ong ago."

"Who are you?" asked Ayrlyn. "Wy . . ?"

"Me? Why'd they listen to an old Iady7 Ch ... | figured" out a way to card wool faster, |ong
time back, me and Vernt did, but Vernt died, and | had to do it by nyself-three younguns, you
know. One thing led to another. Owm half the. Black Bull now. M boy Essin owns the other half."

"We were | ooking for a good neal,"” Nylan said. "W have sone coins."

"Bull's better'n nost, do say so nyself. I'll go over with you."

"There won't be any trouble?" Ayrlyn glanced after the vani shed riders.

"Furste's Vernt's little brother. He'll fume, and he'll call me nanmes, but Essin'd take him

apart if | couldn't. Don't you worry."

"Daaaa!" excl ai ned Weryl, extending a chubby fist.

"Fine boy." Jennyl eu nodded. "Be bigger than you, |I'd wager."

"I think so." Nylan grinned sheepishly. "He already kicks hard."

"Tell you what. You eat at the Bull. You stay there tonight, and go to the chandler's
tonorrow. "

Ayrlyn gave the slightest of nods to Nylan, and he answered. "W'd be happy to. Sleeping on a
bedroll gets tiring."

"No pests in the roons, either,” Jennyleu added. "Bring your nounts."

The two angels untied their nounts and the gray and followed the matriarch, first to the inn
stabl e, and then, packs over their arns, to the Black Bull

A tall mahogany-haired nan with a natching beard net themat the recently painted white door
Nyl an noted that the polished plank floors had been recently swept, perhaps even nopped.

"Essin, these are travelers, like any others. Treat 'emright," Jennyl eu announced.

Nyl an gl anced up at Essin. The young giant woul d have overtopped Cerlich by a head. No wonder
Jennyl eu said Essin had no troubles with people

"Pl eased to neet you, angels." The innkeeper grinned. "Saw the |ast of that fight." He shook
his head at Nylan. "Any fool could tell you were trying not to hurt him Then that little sneak
Buil nessed it all up. He ever did. | always said he'd get Gustor in big trouble.” A runbling
cough followed. "You can have the big roomfor the regular."”

"How nuch is regul ar?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Four coppers for the two."

The flame-haired angel extracted the coppers. "What about the stable?"

"Comes with the room 'less you want grain instead of hay. A copper nore for each mount-that's
all the grain they can eat."

Ayrlyn handed over three nore coppers. "They' ve carried us a |l ong ways."

"Good to see fol ks who understand."” Essin palned the coins. "Stew comes with the room Brew or
jack's extra. Be serving pretty near after you get your gear stowed. You can carry your blades in
the public room but no bare steel, 'cepting an eating dagger." The big young nan gestured, and a
smal|l girl scurried over. "Lessa, these are angels. They get the big front corner room"

"Sers-you are warriors?" asked the girl, who barely reached Nylan's chest.

"Yes," Ayrlyn answered.

"Good. | want to bear a bl ade when |I'm bi gger
expected themto follow.

Ayrlyn smled and headed up the steps. After a nmonent, Nylan shifted his grip on Wryl, who
grabbed for the brass lanp in a wall sconce, and foll owed.

She headed up the wooden stairs as if she
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After going down a short wide hall, Lessa opened a solid wooden door, oiled, rather than
pai nt ed.

Nyl an was i npressed-the room had two wi ndows and a wide bed with a coverlet, plus a table with
a pitcher and wash basin, and a chanber pot in the corner. The wi ndows were not gl azed, but bore
both solid outer shutters and | ouvered inner shutters. There was a snall |anp on the wash table.
"This is nice."

"My favorite," said Lessa. "You can bolt the door, but you don't need to. No one ever does
anyt hi ng bad here."

Nyl an kept fromgrinning at the serious tone. "Thank you."

"Sonmeday, | want to use a blade |ike yours." Lessa bowed slightly, then slipped out.

"We were lucky," Ayrlyn said quietly. "I was |lucky here before, and |I' m begi nning to understand
why. "

"Because Jennyleu runs this town?"

"I't |ooks that way, doesn't it?"

"I told you that not all wonen in Candar were oppressed,” Nylan said.

"Not all-but too many. Places like this are rare.”

Nyl an set the saddl ebags in the corner, along with the bag containing Weryl's clothes. "I'm
hungry."

"So am|." Her face darkened. "Did you have to dive into the dust? Your shoulder isn't that
well."

"I wasn't thinking about that. | just didn't want another blade touching ne."

"Nyl an-"

"What el se was | supposed to do?"

"Let me check it."

Nyl an set Weryl on the floor and slipped off the carrypak harness, waiting as Ayrlyn lifted his
shirt. Her fingers were cool and precise on his skin.

"Everyt hing you' ve done has spread the stitches ... but there's no infection. That's probably
because you can use the order fields now that you re stronger. You will have a darkness-huge scar
there, to match the stitching in the shirt."” She let his shirt fall. "Now, I'd like to get sone of

the dust off."

"After you, dear." The engineer took Weryl, and Ayrlyn poured water into the wash bow . One-
handed, he opened the two wallets. One had two silvers and a handful of coppers, the second a
silver and four coppers. "That's a lot for here," observed Ayrlyn. Did that nean that he'd killed
two of the wealthier young nmen in town? Nylan worried. O that people carried nore of their assets
inalowtech culture? He didn't know.

When they had both washed, and washed Weryl, they started out the door

"Do you think things will be safe?" asked Nyl an.

"Not everywhere . . . but here." Ayrlyn nodded toward the floor bel ow

At her expression, Nylan grinned. He couldn't imagine many travelers taking on Essin-in
anyt hi ng.

The snel |l of cooking, not grease, struck Nylan even before his boots touched the bottom step of
the stairs. He followed his eyes and nose to his left and through open double doors into the
public room

There were no nore than a half dozen tables, with four sinple dowel-backed chairs around each
square wooden table. Three tables were taken-one by a single man in dark brown | eathers and a
beard nearly as dark, one by three older nen with only nugs before them and one by two narrow
faced nen.

Ayrlyn and Nyl an took the remaining corner table, and were barely seated when a round-faced
woran appear ed.

"Sers ... the stew comes with the room A copper extra for chops, but forgo them tonight.
Geenjuice is one, and brew or jack two." She raised her eyebrows.

"Stew, and juice," said Ayrlyn.

"The sane," Nylan added, "but could | have a wedge of cheese, a snall one for ny son?"

"Asmall one ... that be no problem G es would not charge for that, not with the juice. Two
coppers, then."

Nyl an funbl ed out the coins.

"Be back with the juice." She scurried past the table with the three older nmen, and refilled
all three nmugs fromthe pitcher she bore, alnpbst w thout stopping.

Bef ore Nyl an had fini shed | ooking around the room the server was back with two | arge nugs.

"There." She was off again, after flashing a quick smle at Weryl, whose eyes foll owed her back
toward the kitchen.
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Nyl an sipped the juice. "Good."
Two narrowfaced men sat at the other corner table. The dark-haired one nodded toward the
angels, and Nylan tried to catch the gist of the conversation

" angel travelers, Jennyleu said . . . heard about Gustor. "

" good riddance .. . scattered Lyswer's flock last sunmer ... for fun . "

" got achild . . . silverhair's a man . . . picked up Gustor's body |like a dead dog
said he's a smth . "

" wonder . . . those bl ades . "

.-. . nhot touch one nyself..."
regents nade peace . "
woul dn't you ... old holders the problem... couldn't care
As the talk drifted toward other matters, Nylan took a sip of the cold greenjuice, happy for
anyt hi ng besi des water and bitter tea.
"Here you be!"™ The round-faced serving girl deposited two |large bows, a |oaf of bread, and a
Il ong thin wedge of cheese-and no utensils.

"Thank you."

The wonman | ooked at Weryl. "Boy or girl?"
"Boy," the two answered together.

"Daaaa . . ." said Weryl, fromNylan's |ap

" Good- | ooki ng. Wager he be mmking hearts trip when he be grown."

"I hope he doesn't make a habit of it," said Ayrlyn.

Nyl an | aughed softly at her tone.

Wth a smle, the server was gone, and Nylan dug his spoon fromhis small belt pouch. Ayrlyn
retrieved hers as well.

Nyl an ate the big bowl of stew slowy, offering small spoonfuls to Weryl, interspersed wth
smal|l bits of the biscuit and bits of the cheese the serving girl had brought.

"Good," Ayrlyn affirmed. "Al nost as good as Blynnal's."

Nyl an wondered how t he pregnant cook happened to be getting along, even as he spooned nore stew
into Weryl's nouth. Then, he concentrated on feeding Weryl. He had to put aside the past and | ook
to the future, even, if he didn't know where it |ed.

XXXI

JENNYLEU SAI D VE should try the chandlery this norning." Ayrlyn tied her nount to the stone post
and then tethered the gray gel ding.

"People do listen to her." Nylan gave a short | augh as he dismounted and tethered the mare, and
then the gray. Wth Weryl in the carrypak, he stepped into the chandlery warily. Ayrlyn foll owed.

Unli ke the inn, the trading establishnment snelled faintly nusty, of oil and old I eather
Despite the large glazed front wi ndow, the roomseened dim A row of |eather goods lay on a | ong
wooden trestle centered on the left wall.

A square-faced wonman in faded blue stood by the counter at the rear. "You two nust be the
angel s. Jennyl eu said you woul d be seeking travel food, and cheese. That be in the case here."

"Thank you." Nyl an stepped past the neatly arranged | eather riding gear, noting a child's
saddl e, a pair of saddl ebags so large than only a plow horse could have borne them a folded
square of what seened to be oiled | eather-a | owtech waterproof?

"l be Cerleu, and ny consort is Jersen. Jennyleu said it mght be best were | here for you."

"Cerl eu? Does that nmean you're related?" Nylan asked as he neared the brunette and the case
besi de her.

"W're all related, sonmew se. Jersen's a good nman, but Jennyleu said he had to answer to the
other menfolk. Store's fromny .pa, and | got the right to serve who | please. |I'mpleased to
serve angels. M ght change sone things." She snmiled at Nylan. "Does ne good to see a man carry a
child. Jersen did, but not when fol ks watched." Her head turned toward the curtain to her right,
which fluttered, although there was no wi nd. "That be you, Marleu? Cone right on out. The angels
are peaceable."

A girl with brown hair and wi de brown eyes eased from behind the brown curtain and sidled
toward Gerleu. Marleu' s eyes darted over Nylan to Ayrlyn, and wi dened as she took in the flane-red
hai r.

Nyl an smled and slipped to the cheese case. Al the cheeses were in cloth bags. He opened one,
and found a | ayer of wax around the square | unp.

"The top line-that's yellow brick. The next is white brick. The white is tastier, but the
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yellow | asts | onger than any journey anyone in his right mnd would take."

"How much?" asked Nyl an.

"The white runs around three coppers for two, the yellow a copper each.” Gerleu put an arm
around her daughter, whose head barely reached past her waist, but who still |ooked at Ayrlyn.

The healer sniled gently. "We're just people, Marleu. It is Marleu, isn't it?"

The girl nodded sol emmly. She opened her nouth, then closed it.

"I can't guess what you wanted to say." Ayrlyn's voice was soft. "Did you want to know about
the Roof of the World?"

"It's . . . cold . "
"Very cold."
"Are . . . you ... all wonen?"

Ayrlyn inclined her head toward Nylan. "Nylan is a man. He is a smith. The ship that brought us
fromthe heavens had nore wonen, but that was an accident. It could have had nore nmen than wonen."

"Don't see men without beards here," observed Gerl eu.

"Sone of the other nen had beards,” Nylan said, pulling out four white cheese bags and two
yellow. "I get too hot with a beard, and nmy skin itches, especially around the forge."

"Knew a smith like that years ago. Kerler... | think," said the chandl er

The smith paused before a glass jar and | ooked at GCerl eu.

"Travel biscuits. Six for a copper.”

"Four coppers' worth, then." Nylan thought they m ght be good for Weryl's energing teeth, and
they had gathered nearly a gold and a half in silvers and coppers fromthe bandits' purses, and
fromthe two who had attacked the afternoon before.

Gerleu extracted two dozen of the biscuits and replaced the Iid, then tied the biscuits into a
worn scrap of cloth.

"You have two bl ades," said Mrleu

"That's so we can throw one if we have to, and still have ' one to defend ourselves."

"Jennyl eu said your fellow threw his right through Buil... that so?"

Ayrlyn gl anced at Marleu, then nodded. "He doesn't like to fight, but he had to."

"That's what she said." Gerleu shook her head. "Wsh nore men were |like that. You be
fortunate."

Nyl an stepped up beside Ayrlyn and set the cheese on the counter, then quickly caught Wryl's
hands before the boy grabbed at one of the short daggers laid out there. "Those are too sharp for
you. "

"Silver and two coppers,” noted the chandl er.

Nyl an extracted three coins. He alnost felt guilty that killing two nmen had nore than paid for
their stay in Henspa. but no one had conpl ai ned about their taking the dead nen's wallets, as
though it were the accepted practice in Lornth. He still didn't feel guilty about the bandits.

Qut si de, under the clear green-blue sky and the sun that pronised a hot day for travel, Nylan
slipped the cheese into Wryl's food pack, now fastened to the docile gray, then all but one of
the travel biscuits, which he tucked into his shirt pocket, adjusting the fabric so that neither
the carrypak nor the shoul der harness for his second bl ade crushed it, although he had sone doubts
that anything could dent the biscuit.

Across the street, the cooper worked on another barrel, and two dogs trotted past the statue.
The yel | ow dog paused and anointed the corner of the low wall before follow ng the black and white
mongrel eastward and down the street.

"Quiet," Nylan said as he guided the nare toward the inn . . . and the road that |ed out of
Henspa.

"Most places are in the norning."

From the porch of the inn, broomin hand, Lessa waved.

Ayrlyn and Nyl an waved back

For a tine, they rode w thout speaking toward the northwest end of the town, seeing only a
handful of people-a woman struggling with laundry in two wooden tubs, a carter with barrels of
sonet hing driving his wagon past themtoward the square, and two children weeding a garden

"I's it just nmale dom nance,"” nused the healer, "that makes this place the way it is?"

Nyl an wondered if he should even think about answering.

She turned in the saddle. "Well? You have that |ook that says you've thought about it, and you
aren't about to answer unless soneone hanmmers it out of you."

Nyl an | ooked down sheepishly. Weryl |ooked up with a grin of gums and teeth.

"Qut withit. I'mnot like Ryba, and I won't |let you hide your thoughts until we can't talk at
all."

"Well . . ." Nylan swallowed. "Look at Henspa. One worman changed t he town. She's renarkabl e,
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but I'd say that you, Ryba, Istril, Huldran, probably others fromthe Wnterlance, mi ght have
acted the sane way. The culture here suppresses wonen, but do they have to accept that degree of
suppressi on?"

"That's a good question." Ayrlyn was silent as they rode past a cot where a worman in tattered
gray trousers and a faded brown shirt hoed a garden, bearing a child in a backpack. "Then, | ook at
how many wonmen made for Westw nd."

Nyl an rubbed his chin, reninded again that he was still being taken for a woman from a di stance
because he had no beard. "Henspa's nore isolated. Do you think that " He wasn't quite sure
what he thought.

"Oppression is usually less in any culture where people can | eave. Maybe there's sonething we
don't know. Maybe, except in places |like Henspa, near the borders, there wasn't anywhere to go."

"Maybe ..." There was sonething nore, Nylan knew, but he couldn't get his scattered thoughts to
focus.

They neared the northwest end of Henspa, where the dwellings thinned out, and then gave way to
recently tilled fields on the downhill side of the road, and neadows interspersed with woodl ots on

the right side.

By a house where a thin line of snoke streanmed fromthe chimey, a youth in brown trousers and
a patched shirt stood beside a wood pile, ax in hand. His eyes took in the angels, and their hair,
and he | ooked away, then spat on the ground.

"You see a lot of that. At least, | did before," said Ayrlyn.

"You think we ought to wear hats, or caps, like you did trading?" Nylan asked. "It's the hair."
Absently, he let Weryl play with the fingers on his free hand.

Ayrlyn frowned, then shook her head. "I don't think so. It's not the sane as trading. People
woul d say we were trying to hide sonething."

Nyl an gl anced at Weryl. "\Wen our hair-col or sets people off-"

"That's just here. Once we get farther away from Westwi nd, they'll have heard of the angels,

but I don't think the hair will be a problem"”

Nyl an wondered, but he wasn't going to argue with Ayrlyn's feelings. She was usually right, and
she had nuch nore experience in traveling Lornth than he did.

He fingered his chin, then swallowed. "Do you think that the bandits attacked because they
t hought we were both wonen, and maybe | was an ol d wonan?"

"That woul d make sense. Unfortunately." Ayrlyn | ooked at the road ahead. "There are a | ot of
stereotypes in this culture, nore than you' d expect to find, and | don't know why."

"Don't nost lowtech cultures have stereotypes?”

"Not this nmany." Ayrlyn shook her head. "And it doesn't fit an open agrarian society, which is
pretty nmuch what Lornth is. So we're m ssing sonething, and that bothers ne."

Nyl an nodded. M ssing anything el se bothered him too. It bothered hima |lot, because that
meant nore problenms down the road, and the |last thing they needed was anot her set of problens,
especi ally when he didn't know how I ong they'd be traveling or where they'd end up

XXX |

WH TE PUFFY CLOUDS, intermittently spaced, scudded out of the north and across the green-blue sky
occasi onal |y obscuring the m d-nmorning sun, but not enough to keep Nylan from perspiring.

The road had carried themfarther westward, and it had been nore than two days since they had
left the hills covered with ironwiods that had flanked the eastern side of the road. At |east, so
far they hadn't seen any nore ironwoods. A kay to the west of the road that generally wound
northward was a line of trees that Nylan suspected followed a river. He blotted his forehead as
the mare carried himover a low rise that overlooked a wide valley filled largely with cultivated
fields. ' On the right side of the road was a | ow stone pedestal bearing a kaystone. The ornate
Angl orat lettering, surrounded by a chiseled frieze of grain sheaves, decl ared Duevek

"Scul pted kaystones, now?" asked Nyl an

"Oooo . . ." nmurmured Weryl, drooling whitish fragnents of travel biscuit across the front of
the carrypak. Nylan was glad that Istril had sewed the pack from shipsuit synthetics, because it
washed easily and dried quickly-both qualities a necessity to keep it fromreeking.

Beyond the kaystone the road w dened enough so that it would carry two wagons abreast, although
it remained rutted and packed cl ay.

"Prosperous-1ooking town," Nylan said.

"They're the dangerous ones." Ayrlyn's eyes flicked ahead. On the Iow hillside on the northeast
side of the town was a conplex of white-walled buildings that resenbled a Neorat villa-not that
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Nyl an had ever seen one except on a screen

"That has to be the local lord s place-or whatever they call them"

"Lords or holders-they' re addressed as 'lord or 'ser, said Ayrlyn.

VWeryl waved a hand, and Nyl an broke off another corner of the hard travel biscuit.

"You've given hima lot of biscuits."

"Not that nuch. They expand in his nouth, and he spits out about half. They keep hi m awake and
happy. That nmeans we get to sleep nore-or haven't you noticed?"

"I"ve noticed himsleeping nore at night. That doesn't go for his father, the | echerous cad."
She grinned as she spoke.

"I haven't heard any conplaints."

"Who woul d |isten?"

Nylan tried not to grin. Best not to continue that conversation

At the base of the hill, before entering Duevek proper, they rode past a white-plastered house
with a red tile roof and a matching barn or stable. In the corral beside the stable were what
| ooked to be hogs.

"Definitely prosperous,” Nylan said.

Dark splotches in the road showed where pothol es had been filled, and even the snaller cots had
been recently painted or plastered.

Nyl an absently provided the water bottle to Weryl as the nare carried themtoward the square
ahead-the first true square Nyl an had seen, with buildings on all four sides around a walled
section of green grass and bushes fromthe center of which rose a statue of an arned man on a
horse brandi shing a hand - and - a - half bl ade

A green-franmed sign of a huge gol den cat hung froma green bracket outside the painted white
inn. Unlike the first inn Nylan had seen-Essin's Black Bull-this sign had both the i mage and the
name, if in old Anglorat, painted belowin crisp green letters.

As they rode into the square proper, a thin man in a dark-green tunic peered out fromthe
doorway of what appeared to be a cabinetnmaker's shop. His eyes lighted first on Ayrlyn, and then
upon Nyl an. Abruptly, he stepped out and shut the door-quietly-and scurried down the brick walk to
the next structure, a narrow building that featured a basket and a hal f-keg over the door. In
turn, that door shut, and three figures- one of themthe man in the green-fanned out across the
squar e.

Three serving wonen darted fromthe Golden Cat and quickly fastened all the ground-Ievel, dark
green shutters before they di sappeared back behind the firmy shut and iron-barred wooden door
Two wonen in brown bearing heavy baskets suddenly turned and ran back down a side street, |eaving
bot h baskets on the porch of the cooper's shop

"Keep riding," said Ayrlyn.

"Are they always this friendly?" asked the smith.

"This is the polite way," said Ayrlyn. "Be thankful you don't have people with iron inplenments
and torches marching toward you."

"oh. "

Qut of the stable by the Golden Cat burst a rider who spurred his nmount northward on the road
ahead of the two angels. The rider never |ooked back, but rode as though a troop of angel |ancers
wer e chasi ng him

"That's not good," Ayrlyn said. "Let's nove a bit faster."

Nyl an urged the mare to a fast wal k, wondering why a single rider was not good after a whole
town declared its rejection of them

As the two rode out of the square, watching as doors and shutters closed as or before they
passed, Nyl an glanced to the sky as darkness fell across the road and |l eft themin shadow. Wre
the clouds getting thicker?

"Was it like this last year?" he asked.

"Yes. In about half the towns."

Nyl an patted Weryl's leg gently.

By the tinme they reached the end of the town proper, every shutter was closed, and the sun had
conme out again.

Ahead and on the right side of the road lay the villa.

Weryl squirmed in the carrypak, and Nylan snelled a certain faniliar odor. Not now. Then he
shrugged. Weryl didn't care if his timng was inconvenient.

Along the lane that led up to the Neorat villa rode nine nmen on horseback, all in brown. The
squad rode through the arched gate and drew up in a single line, with one man in front.

"What now?" Nyl an gl anced at the healer

"What do you think?"
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"Keep riding. Ignore them If they're serious they could ride us down anyway. Their nounts are
fresh.” Nylan's mouth felt dry, and he could snell both dust and his own sweat.

"We could string themout."

"That's plan B-if they attack," suggested Nylan. The nmenory of how awful he'd felt three days
earlier in Henspa was still fresh in his mnd, and he didn't want to think about the episode wth
the bandits.

He | ooked down at Weryl. Ayrlyn was right-he needed a better arrangenment for his son

The squad | eader waited as Nylan and Ayrlyn neared the gate. The second mount in the row behind
the | eader whuffed and pawed the hard cl ay.

Nyl an wanted to lick his lips or touch the blade hilt at his waist. He did neither, but kept
riding, letting the nare's easy steps carry himtoward the waiting arnsnen.

"Angels ... you're not wanted here," announced the bl ond squad | eader, drawing his hand - and -
a - half blade fromthe shoul der harness, but extending it downward until the tip touched the
cl ay.

"We gathered that," said Ayrlyn. "W are not inposing on your lord s hospitality."

"The road is yours, as it is to all travelers,"” replied the arnsman. "Yet, best you renmin on
the road until you are well clear of Duevek."

"W intend to do so, ser," answered the healer. "And we thank your lord for his respect for the
way of the road."

"He respects the way of the road, but not angels who travel it." The armsnan added, "You have
been warned. "

"W have been warned."

Nyl an | ooked at the arnsman, and smled. "Those who woul d do vi ol ence because others are
different. Those who woul d deny wel cone to those who seek to treat all equally. Those who reject
angel s because angel s have decl ared wonen and nen are equal ... all those also shall be warned."
He could feel his eyes flash

The blond officer started to raise the bl ade

Nyl an | ooked evenly at the mart as the mare carried himal nbst abreast of the squad | eader
"And any man who rai ses a bl ade agai nst an enpty-handed angel will die."

After a nmonent, the big bl ade dropped.

Nyl an | ooked ahead, but let his senses follow the armsman. He had no desire to be spitted from
behi nd.

None of the arnsmen noved

Not until they were a good half kay farther north along the road did Ayrlyn speak. "That was
danger ous, Nyl an. These boys are half crazy, and they think wonen are | ower than horse nanure."

"I"mjust busy getting the word out," Nylan said lightly, trying to settle the slight
gueasi ness in his stomach, and knowi ng his action had been fool hardy. "They'll renenber, and they
nm ght even find out what happened in Henspa."

"Nerliat once said that unseen fires flowed fromyou. They do." She shook her head. "That nan

won't ever forget what you said. O course, he may try to kill you on sight if he has an excuse,
but he won't forget."
"I hope not." Nylan swall owed. Wiy was he essentially spreading the gospel of Ryba?

"Because it happens to be right," answered Ayrlyn.

He | ooked at her. "I didn't say anything."

"You felt it strongly enough that you nmight as well have. You were wondering why you were
spouting the party Iine of a place that effectively kicked you out.™

Nyl an | ooked back over his shoul der, where the dust showed that the riders were returning to
the villa. "I don't know which is scarier-that | said what | said, or you know what you know. "

Ayrlyn | aughed.

After a nonent, so did he.

Over head, the clouds thickened, and a distant roll of thunder announced a coning storm

XXX 1

THEMPH WALKED SLOALY northward along the wall, his white boots gray, each step stirring ashes.
Vel | ahead of hi mnmarched the peasants and a detachnent of foot, each nman bearing a pitch torch
each torch being applied to any trace of green that remained. After the torches came others, wth
once-sharp axes and mattocks. Behind Thenphi followed teans of oxen with knife-edged but deep
nmol dboard pl ows.

Arider in the green uniformand white sash of a Mrror Lancer rode across the field toward the
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wall and toward the white w zard

"Ser wizard!" Jyncka's face was tight and pinched as the Mrror Lancer officer reined up

Thenmphi stopped, glanced at the gray snoke that swirled everywhere in thin trails, then rubbed
his forehead, trying to ease the throbbing in his tenples. Slowy, he turned and | ooked up at the
nmount ed officer. "Yes?"

"Forestnorth-you had me go there to enlist sone of the younger peasants to help with pushing
the forest back?"

"Yes," said the white wizard, tiredly. "I did. Do not repeat what | told you. | know what |
said." He rubbed his forehead again, |eaving ash snmudges at his tenples.

The officer noistened his lips. "There's no town, not now Just forest, and the houses are
al ready crunbling. We could not reach the wall. Sone of the thickets, branbles now, are chest
hi gh. "

"The peopl e?" asked the wi zard, his voi ce wooden.

Jyncka shrugged, his eyes going to the yoked oxen that turned the soil behind the white w zard.

"There are stun lizards, forest cats, snakes-1 lost one lancer. | didn't see any bones. One
peasant woman-she was an old crone. | caught her hobbling away-she said that the people fled. They
woul dn't fight the forest."

"Send men to ride the entire wall. Make sure they are the type that can renmenber and report

what they have seen.™

"The entire wall?"

"The entire wall. Al ninety-nine kays of each side. | do not wish to repeat mysel f." Thenph
started to lift his hands again, but stopped. "Take over here. Have them extinguish the torches,
and return to CGeliendra."

"Ah . . . yes, ser wzard."

"Don't you understand, Jyncka? W have not cleared an area half the size of Forestnorth, and we
have a wi zard and an apprentice, and fourscore men with torches and axes and mattocks and oxen and
pl ows." The w zard turned. "Fissar!"

The thin youth in white tunic and trousers sneared with dark gray scurried up. "Ser?"

"CGet our nmounts.”

"Yes, ser."

Thenphi | ooked back to Jyncka. "I want a report on how rmuch the forest has expanded."

"Would it not be faster-?"

"For me to use a glass?" Thenphi |aughed. "First, | am exhausted. Second, it takes tinme and
energy to scree every cubit of the wall. I will use the glass once | have the reports from your
men. Once | have regai ned sone strength. Successful use of the white forces requires planning, not
just spewi ng out power mndlessly. Sone... even in power... have great difficulty understandi ng

that." He wal ked slowy away fromthe cracking stones of the white wall toward the distant corner
of the field where Fissar was untethering two nounts.
After a nmoment, Jyncka urged the horse forward, toward the torches.

XXXV

NYLAN GLANCED AT the winding road that followed the eastern bank of the river and that | ooked
al rost identical to innumerable other stretches of w nding road between the low hills of Lornth
and along the river-or it would have | ooked similar except for the msting rain.

He blotted the conbination of sweat and rain off his forehead and peered through the falling
water. "I don't see any way stations, and our reception in nost of the towns hasn't been the
war nmest . "

"The weat her's been good, at |east for nost of the tinme."

"Except for the first hamet, and that other afternoon."

"Don't get picky with me, almghty smth."

"Sorry."

"Waaaaa . . . waa-daaa-daa!" said Weryl firmy. Hs silver hair was plastered to his skull, and
he had squirnmed al nost continuously in the carrypak since the rain had drifted over the river from
t he nort hwest.

"There's a larger dwelling ahead, below that second rise, and sone outbuil dings. Maybe we can
pay to get a shed or sonething over our heads.”

"If they don't slamthe shutters in our face."” Nylan paused. "Are you still sure about this
feeling you had? About Lornth being a better place?"
"I still have it." Ayrlyn w ped noisture away from her own face.
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"["woul dn't want to be any place that you had a bad feeling about."

"Thank you, ser engineer."

Nyl an wi nced. "Sorry."

"You should be. Again."

The chestnut whuffed and shook her head, sending nore droplets across both Nylan and Weryl.

"Nooooooooo. .." said Weryl, waving his hands, and wiggling his legs, alnost drummng them on
the danp | eather of the saddle.

"I don't care about child psychology," said Ayrlyn. "He knows what 'no' means."

Nyl an had the feeling she was right. . . perhaps about too many things.

They rode downhill and then back up the lowrise to the holding, centered on a plaster-sided
house that had once been white, but now appeared gray. A line of gray snoke swirled fromthe stone
chi mey.

"Hello ... the house!" called Nyl an.

"Hell o the house?" asked Ayrlyn.

"What el se could you say? Wl cone, sone angel s?" Nylan shifted his weight in the saddl e,
wondering just how chafed he was going to be fromriding in danp trousers.

A man with a red and gray beard opened the door and stepped onto the narrow porch. The rain
rolling off the roof put a thin curtain of water between him and the angels.

"What ye be wanting?" Hs eyes went to Ayrlyn, then to Weryl. "Wt travel for a child."

"We had hoped you m ght have a dry place where we could stay," said Nyl an.

"I be noinn," said the man. "Herder in a hard land."

"We're not asking for charity,” Nylan said. "Nor even that you open your house-just a dry
shed. "

The man shrugged, then |ooked at Nylan intently. "You one of those angel s?"

"I've been called that, but I"'ma man who's had to travel with his son, and we're wet. | can
of fer you sone coppers for a dry place-a shed, a barn."

"I don't know." The herder | ooked at Weryl, who | ooked back, somber-faced. "I suppose you woul d
not harmthe hay shed, and you could put the nounts in the aninmal shed. They be not nipping, do

t hey?"

"They never have yet."

"Fine." The red-bearded herder |ooked at Weryl again.

"You get settled, and you can pay as you think is fit. A nonment-need to get a waterproof."

When he ducked back into the house, Ayrlyn | ooked at Nyl an. The heal er | ooked back, raising her
eyebr ows.

The smith shrugged

"Foll ow nme." The herder stepped down onto the danp ground and into the rain. The angels
foll owed hi maround the dwelling to a narrow structure, unpainted wood dar kened by the danpness.
The herder opened the door, little nore than three planks fastened to two boards. "Hay shed." He
pointed to a three-walled shed with a slanted roof. "Animals there. Plenty of room Flock's up in
the | ower pasture. Like the rain.”

Nyl an di snounted and funbl ed out three coppers. "Thank you."

The herder took the coins. "Well is there." He pointed to the stones nortared into a circular
form m dway between his house and the hay shed. Then, with a quick | ook at Weryl, he nodded,
turned, and trudged back through the rain, now falling even nore heavily.

Both Nyl an and Ayrlyn were soaked by the time they had unsaddl ed the nounts and carried their
gear, and Weryl, to the hay shed. The shed was still half filled with hay, stacked in snal
circular bales bound with straw braids. Dust swirled around themin the gusting w nds that entered
with them despite the danpness of the air.

"At least, it has plank floors. And it's dry." Ayrlyn closed the plank door, |eaving themin
the gl oomthat was not too dark for Ayrlyn, nor any bother for Nylan, not with his night vision

"Lots of splinters,"” added Nylan, pulling one fromhis finger. "Be careful when you put down
things." He rubbed his nose, once, tw ce, then sneezed.

"Daaa-daaa!" Weryl windmilled his arns in response to the sneeze.

"You can drape the bedrolls over that beamthere for a while. It's dry enough.”

Nyl an rubbed his nose again, thisx tinme holding back the sneeze, and then extracted Weryl from
the carrypak, and then his son from soaki ng wet clothes. Once he had Weryl in a dry outfit, he
strai ghtened and | ooked to the bedrolls.

"I"l'l get some water, and hope it's not too bad. Trying to separate the chaos fromit-I get
tired." Ayrlyn wiped nore water fromher forehead as she | ooked at the door, alnobst as if she
dreaded going into the rain.

Weryl sat in a pile of hay, and tried to chew on one of the pale yell owbrown stal ks.
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As he eased the second bedroll over the thick tinmber, Nylan |ooked fromAyrlyn to his son.
"I'"ll get the water. | can do that. It's better than getting sick. You watch our friend, and make
sure he doesn't eat too nmuch straw. "

The healer sniled faintly. "I need to get out of these clothes."

Nyl an smiled. "I hope you do."

"You' re inpossible. You were inpossible when you were wounded. "

"I'I'l get the water." He eased open the door and hurried toward the well. Each inpact of his
boots sent nud flying.

After lifting the bucket, he took a deep breath and concentrated, trying to use the dark |ines
of force to separate out the unseen reddi sh-whiteness that was chaos-or infection- and trying not
to think about the apparent engineering inmpossibility of what he did.

"Just think about different laws . . . different laws, that's all."

The water didn't |ook that different when he poured it into the two bottles, except narginally
cl earer.

He headed back to the hay shed, closing the door behind himand then setting both water bottles
on the plank floor. "The water wasn't too bad."

"Good." Ayrlyn, wearing only a dry shirt extracted from her pack, |ooked out the door before
closing it. "lIt's raining hard."

"I'd say so." Nylan wi ped water fromhis hair and face, then stripped off his shirt and wal ked
to the corner where he wung out a streamof liquid. Then he hung his shirt next to Ayrlyn's danp
clothes. He pulled off his boots and did the same with the rest of his clothing, then extracted a
shirt and trousers that were only marginally danp.

"Nice figure," comented Ayrlyn.

"I notice you changed while | was getting water. That wasn't fair."

"Some things aren't." Ayrlyn spread sonme straw on the planks besi de Weryl and eased hersel f
down, very carefully.

Weryl reached for her, and she picked himup. "In a noment. Daddy will get out the food."

Nyl an pulled on the trousers. Then he enptied the food pack, taking out the |ast section of the
yell ow brick cheese that left an aftertaste of goats or... sonething, four travel biscuits, and
three strips of dried venison. "Not nuch left to eat." He sat on the straw between Wryl and
Ayrlyn. "W need nore food."

"W shoul d reach Lornth tonorrow "

"WIl anyone sell us food?" He broke off a section of biscuit and handed it to the silver-
red boy.

"I don't know. We'll have to see."” Ayrlyn sliced two thin slivers of the yell ow cheese and
handed one to Weryl, the second to Nylan. She cut another for herself.

"Tormorrow, let's see if we can buy anything fromthe herder. Al he can say is no."

"He won't if he can spare it," Ayrlyn prophesied. "Hard coin is too hard to come by. It always
is for agricultural types."

"l hope you're right."

They ate silently for a tine. After that, in between chasing Wryl around the hay shed, Nyl an

hai

packed away the remants, remmants that were getting slimer and slimrer. He paused. "It's stil
raini ng."

"I"'mnot tired . . . and neither is our little friend."

"Why don't you sing something,"” Nylan suggested, "sonmething that you'd like."

"Do you think our friend would stand still |ong enough?"

"He's tired, but not sleepy."

"Il try." Ayrlyn wal ked over to the lutar case and extracted the instrument before sitting on
one of the hay bales.

Nyl an picked up Weryl and sat on anot her bal e across from her

At the first sound of her fingers tuning, Weryl's eyes flicked toward the singer. "QOoooo .

"I"mnot that good, Weryl, but | appreciate the flattery." Her fingers crossed the strings.
"How about sonething cheerful ?"

"Fine with ne," Nylan said, "and with Weryl, |I'd guess." Ayrlyn cleared her throat and began.
"When | was single, | |ooked at the skies.
Now |'ve a consort, | listen to lies,

i es about horses that speak in the darks,
lies about cats and theories of quarks ..

"Aaaal aaan . . . daa, daaa," said Wryl as she finished the tune.
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"I think that translates as 'nore.' " Nylan | aughed.

"Well. . . we'll give hima song about you."

"Not that one."

"Way not ?"

"It's awful . "

"You'll just have to get used to it." The healer grinned in the gloom and her flane hair

ittered with a light of its own.

Q

"Ch, Nylan was a smth, and a m ghty nage was he

Wth lightning hanmer and an anvil of night forged he,

From the Westhorns tall cane the bl ades and bows of the night.
Their |ightning edges gave the angels forever the height..

"Ch, Nylan was a mage, and a mghty smth was he.

Wth rock fromthe heights and a |ightning blade built he.
On the Westhorns tall stands a tower of bl ackest stone,
And it holds back the winter's snows and storns all al one.

"Al right, all right," said Nylan as he picked up Weryl and began to rock the child.
" Sonet hi ng softer?"

"You don't mind the Sybran song?" He shook his head.

"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..."

M dway through the second stanza, Weryl lurched in Nylan's arns, his fingers grasping, and for
a nonent, Nylan saw the chubby fingers actually touch the silvered note that hung in the gl oom

The smith blinked, and only silvered dust nmotes shimrered in the air-and vani shed.

The child was oddly silent, an enigmatic smile across his |ips.

Ayrlyn glanced toward Nyl an. "He saw the notes."

"We saw the notes. Because of hinP"

She shook her head. "Did we ever |ook?"

The question bothered Nylan. Were el se had he failed to | ook? How nmuch el se was there that he
had not seen because he had not realized it could be possible?

Ayrlyn's fingers flicked across the strings, and Weryl settled back as Nylan rocked him and the
si nger humed gently.

Qut side, the rain drunmed on the shed roof.

XXXV

TO THE LEFT of the highway, to the north beyond the flatter grasslands where grazed the herds of
the Lord of Cyador, lay the grass hills, green enough in the winter, but brown by late spring, and
sere and dusty by sumer.

At tinmes, Majer Piataphi could glinpse those hills, hills simlar to those through which he
must | ead his force once they reached the termnus of the Great North Hi ghway in Syadtar on the
next day.

The wind that ruffled his hair was warm and far drier than the noist breezes that made Cyad and
Fyrad so confortable. He stood in the white saddle to stretch his | egs and | ooked ahead to the
white and green banners of the van.

A singl e steamwagon passed, its trailers |loaded with sealed barrels, hugging the north shoul der
of the hi ghway, headed west toward di stant Cyad.

"I wish we were done and headed in that direction," said Matorphi. "There's no honor in
defeating barbarians."

"W have to defeat them and keep them def eated before we need concern oursel ves about honor,"
answered t he ngjer.

A nessenger gall oped up. "Majer!”

"What is it?" Piataphi eased his nmount around Captain Azarphi's horse.

"Serjeant Funssa-he wants you to know t hat steamnagon seven is |eaking, and that he has no nore
spare fittings."

"Watch the van, M atorphi,"” ordered the majer. "I need to find out what seven's cargo is. They
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may need to shift things." He turned his nmount westward and rode back toward the steanmwagons t hat
followed the first three divisions of Mrror Lancers.

"If it's not one thing with those damed wagons ..

"They carry a lot, though."

"When they work. Half the time they don't, and it's getting worse. Fewer of them too. Once
there were hundreds. Now ... what? They've got a score that really work, and they run themall the
time, and even nore break down. G ve ne a good horse team any day."

The two captains | ooked to the banners that |led the Cyadoran force. Neither glanced back to the
trails of snoke that marked the steammnagons.

mur mured M at or phi to Azarphi

XXXVI

H GH HAZY CLOUDS swirled slowy across the sky as the three horses plodded along the rutted clay
road and northward toward Lornth. Nylan glanced to the east, but the trees on the hills above the
scrubby nmeadow were deci duous, or what passed for it on this world, and they had, he suspected,
finally left the thorny ironwods behind.

"The herder's cheese wasn't bad," the snmith said.

"For three coppers, it shouldn't be. The | oaf of bread was better, and cheaper."

"We've got plenty of the cheese left."

In the swale to the left of the road, on a bluff overlooking the river were a deserted dwelling
and a shed with a half-collapsed roof. Beyond the bluff and river to the west were neatly fenced
and tilled plots of ground, regular in outline.

"Definitely on the wong side of the sky," nmused Nyl an

"This side of the river night be better. W haven't gotten the best reception in prosperous
areas, and the west side is nore prosperous. Even that rider this nmorning circled around us. He
wore purple,”

"Purpl e-that neans he's sonmething in Lornth. Sone sort of lord or functionary or nessenger. He
had a sour look in his face. Are they all like that because those that have nore dislike change?
And we' ve brought change?"

"It could be, but |I really don't know. " Ayrlyn stood in her stirrups and peel ed her damp
trousers away from her body. "Don't |augh."

"I wasn't even thinking of it." Nylan nmade a show of studying the road, then frowned and
glanced down it. "It looks like it barely rained here. The top of the ground is danp, but it's
merely wetted the dust, and the hillside ahead | ooks dry."

"It doesn't rain everywhere."

"Only where we are. It's not as though we have that much in the way of clothing. Those | eathers
were like iron this nmorning."

"You didn't have to wear that pair."

"If | didn"t, 1'd never get into themagain."

"Conpl ain, conplain,” Ayrlyn chided him

"You were the one just peeling your trousers away fromyour skin."

"They never dried, and ny saddl ebags | eaked. The other set got even wetter."

"Someone's riding fast." Nylan pointed toward the line of dust |leading fromthe valley into
whi ch the road carried them Above the crest of the second and lower hill to the right, he could
see what appeared to be a stone tower, and the top of several white-faced buildings. "You think
that's Lornth?"

"I don't know what else it could be, but I've never been there."

Hal fway down the hill, the dust-creating riders appeared over the crest of the next rise,
trotting quickly toward the travel ers.
“I'f I didn't know better, I'd say that they were after us."

"That rider in purple this norning?" suggested Ayrlyn.
"A Lornian nessenger, you think?" Nylan |aughed wyly. "He nust have been, and he's reported
that two fearsone angels are on their way to assault mghty Lornth."

"You could."
"Not without the |laser, and there's nothing left of it."
"I still wonder about how much was the |aser, and how nuch was you."

So did Nylan, but it wasn't exactly the time to get into theoretical order engineering.
Qut of the dust came a full squad of arnsnen in the dark purple of Lornth, darker than that of
Gal | os.

"They don't | ook exactly friendly," Nylan observed, his hands going to one blade and then the
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other to check their readi ness. The bow he left al one, wapped and tied behind his saddl e, because
at longer ranges his aimwas | ess than accurate.

"Keep riding," suggested Ayrlyn.

Nyl an kept riding, but his eyes neasured the arnsnen, what | ooked to be a full squad led by a
br own- hai red and brown-bearded man with broad shoul ders that seened to burst out of his tunic. He
wore no breastplate, and a snmall round shield remained fastened to his saddle, shielding his right
knee.

The Lornians formed a wall across the road, dust settling around the |legs of their mounts.

"Halt, angels!"

The angels reined up to avoid riding into the Lornian arnsnen.

"Wth the hair of the sky denons, you nust be the dark ones." The arnsnman's hand lifted as
though to draw the huge blade in his shoul der harness. Hs eyes centered on Nyl an

"We're travelers."” Nylan's hand rested on the black blade he had forged so far behind them but
he did not show steel

"Da!" offered Weryl. "Da!"

Great help, reflected the smth

"We conme to Lornth in peace." On the nmare beside Nylan, Ayrlyn's fingers touched the hilt of
her bl ade as well.

The arnsman's face rel axed slightly as he surveyed them "A man and a wonan .. . and an
infant." He shook his head. "Never let it be said that Tonsar destroyed a famly, even one from
t he heavens."

"Besides," Ayrlyn said quietly, "we are at peace, and both the people of Lornth and those of
Westwi nd have paid dearly for that peace."

"Peace, it may be, but few | ove the angels,
Lornth to meet the regents.”

"Did the regents offer any nmessage?" asked Nyl an.

The burly arnmsman rolled his eyes. "Cone." He turned his horse, and the arnmsnmen of the squad
split, as if to let Nylan and Ayrlyn join Tonsar

Ayrlyn | ooked at Nylan and rolled her eyes.

"I was just asking," said the smith in a |low voice to Ayrlyn, as he urged the mare forward and
al ongsi de the squad | eader. Ayrlyn rode on Tonsar's other side, the gray trailing. The renuaining
arnmsnen eased their nounts behind the three.

They rode nearly a kay before Tonsar spoke. "Many from Lornth died on the Roof of the World."

"That's true,"” Nylan adnitted, spreading his fingers for Weryl to grab, then trying not too
hard to jerk away.the index finger Wryl had seized. "But we never attacked first, and we had
nowhere el se to go."

"You could not return to Heaven?"

"No," answered Ayrlyn. "Qur ship failed."

"You are angels. Angels," repeated Tonsar, as if that answered everything.

"Qur ship was destroyed in crossing the stars, and we were lucky to |land on the Roof of the
World," Nylan explained. "Few of the angels can live for long where it is |lower and hotter. Qur
wor | ds are col der."

"Hmmm .. " reflected Tonsar. "That be what Kurpat and Jegel said, 'fore they left for the | ast
battle. Jegel -he was wearing heavy | eathers and he near froze, and he said the angels were in thin
clothes, and they all were sweating like it was high sumer in the Gass Hills."

For a tine, only the sound of hoofs was heard.

"Be true that nobst angels cannot live where it is hot, then why are you here?" asked the squad
| eader.

"I can live where it is warnmer," Nylan admitted, "but it is not confortable. The trader here is

reflected Tonsar. "I amordered to bring you to

the only angel froma warnmer place, and the Roof of the World is too chill for her. Al the others
woul d suffer greatly if they tried to live in Lornth."” Nylan wondered whet her he was right in
concealing that Ayrlyn was a healer . . . but he hadn't i ed.

"Yet many of our wonen fled to that cold. That | do not understand." Tonsar turned to Ayrlyn.
"Can you tell ne?"

Nyl an was gl ad Ayrlyn had to explain.

"All who fled to Westwi nd-the Roof of the Wirld-had been nistreated, often hurt badly, and they
had no place else to go."

"A place for wonen and angels who have no ot her place- that be odd."

"... odd indeed ... for many fled to Lornth from Cyador years past
arnmsman who rode behind the three.

Nyl an frowned. He didn't |ike the way Cyador kept com ng up, or the business about Cyadoran

came a nurnur from an
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wonen fleeing to Lornth. He wasn't getting the nost favorable inpression of Cyador. Now, the
regents of Lornth wanted to nmeet them Again, that mght be good, and it m ght be the worst
possi bl e situation.

Weryl grabbed the front of the saddl e and tugged again. Nyl an di sengaged his son's fingers and
| ooked ahead toward Lornth, no nore than a fair-sized town fromwhat he could see, then to Ayrlyn.

She sniled enignmatically, and shrugged.

Great insight, thought Nylan. Geat helnp.

"Waa- daaa?" asked Weryl.

Nyl an eased out the water bottle. Water he could provide.

XXXVI |

THE BLACK- BEARDED man stepped into the |ong room

From the rocking chair, Zeldyan held up a hand and shook her head, then patted Nesslek on the
back as she continued rocking. Fornal closed the door gently, but stood, waiting, shifting his
wei ght fromone foot to the other and back again. Hs eyes were cold as he regarded the boy.

In tinme, Zeldyan slipped fromthe chair, carrying the child, and wal ked through the narrow door
into the small adjoining room where she eased her son into his railed bed, then knelt and patted
hi s back. The boy murnured softly, then gave a sigh

Fornal watched fromthe doorway, still shifting his weight fromone foot to the other.

Finally, Zeldyan stood and wal ked to the doorway to the adjoining sitting room After |istening
for a noment, she closed the door, then crossed the anti que Anal erian carpet and reseated herself
in the rocking chair. Fornal did not sit, but paced to the w ndow

"You got a nessage about these angels, and you didn't tell ne?" he said, each word said
precisely and separately.

"You were out with the lancers. How was | supposed to find you?" asked Zel dyan reasonably. She
lifted her goblet and sipped.

"CGenglois tells me that you intend to nmake them wel come. You didn't consult with ne or father."

"Father is at Carpa. | sent hima nessage. | was going to talk to you as soon as | got Nessl ek
down-if you were back."

"l cannot believe you. You're going to receive them when they killed your consort?" demanded
Fornal. "How will the hol ders feel ?"

"I don't care how they feel. Listening to the holders killed Sillek. Do you know, Fornal, that
those wonen, and their nages or whatever, never attacked anyone first?" She smiled coolly. "Every
time they were attacked they destroyed the attackers, but they never attacked. Besides, we have an
agreenment with them Wat do you want nme to do-give themreal grounds for an attack?"

"You know | would not wish that." He frowned. "But.. . Relyn?"

"Relyn is alive ... and if he happened to be misled, it wasn't by the angel wonen."

"There's no sense in starting on that again." Fornal turned to the wi ndow. "W can't undo what
the Lady Ellindyja did."

"Fornal ." She paused. "I think we can use them The nessenger said one is a nman, and he | ooks
like the mage Sill ek described. The two have a small child."
"That coul d be deception. After all that has happened, | would be wary of any black angels."

Fornal did not |eave the w ndow.

"That is possible, dear brother. But why would a mage bring a small angel child-the child has
silver hair-into Lornth after he has expended so nuch effort to create Westw nd? There's anot her
thing, too. | talked with Terek's page. He says that the big armsnman who |l ed Hissl's attack on the
Roof of the Wrld was a nmale angel. There were only three men that cane from Heaven, and Lord
Nessil killed one. The second attacked his own fol k and was killed, and the third, who has to be
the mage, is traveling through Lornth with a consort and a child. What does that tell you?"

"He's going to try to get us to do sonething." Fornal turned and spread his hands. "How will we
know until it's too |ate?"

"If he is the nmage who destroyed three white wi zards, why is he here?"

"Should | care, sister dear? Rather we should send themon their way, since we dare not kil
them under our . . . agreenent.”

Zel dyan stood, and her eyes blazed. "If you do not care, Fornal, then you are a bigger foo
than Hissl and all of the holders together. You and they are right about one thing. The angels do
not |ike nen. They have driven out one of the nost powerful mages in Candar, or he has |eft
because he does not wish to renmain. W face a renewed Cyador, and we have little enough in the way
of resources to withstand the white | egions. W had three white wi zards. W& have none. Wuld it
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not be worth sonmething to enlist the support of the nage who destroyed then®?"

"My sister, | know you wi sh the best for Lornth and for Nesslek, but is it wise to bring in a
dark angel whose fol k have brought us naught but death and grief?"

Zel dyan pursed her lips, and her brows furrowed. "Can it harmus to talk to then? W know so
little."

"There is sone risk, but, so long as we have cold steel nearby, | would think not. Information
is useful... if the cost prove not too great."

"Perhaps we can enlist their aid," she nused.

"How do you propose to do that? Wth your own great w zardry?"

"No. | will use common sense and ki ndness. At tines they work as well as cold steel." She
shrugged. "If not, your blade will be near. And Father's."

"What can | say?" Fornal shrugged. "W need arnsnen and mercenaries and coins, and you would
bring in an angel mage."

"We still need armsmen and coins,"” Zeldyan said. "But renenber that angels al so destroyed every
snmall force set against themw thout nagi c and agai nst greater nunbers. Relyn had twice their
nunber, and whatever his faults, he was a nmaster blade. W need every aid we can enpl oy, and
per haps we can devi se sone good fromwhat these angels offer. | will not let the unreasoning
hatred of the holders destroy Nesslek's future the way it destroyed Sillek's."

"I alnost pity this angel mage." Fornal shook his head. "Then wing all you can fromthem | do

not like it, but. . . as you say, we have few choices." He paused, and added under his breath,
"And | have even fewer."
Zel dyan frowned, but only said, "It cannot hurt to try to obtain w th kindness what one cannot

obtain with force."
In turn, Fornal frowned once nore, but nonentarily, before he smled. "My blade will stand
behi nd your efforts, sister dear."

XXXVI | |

LORNTH WAS FARTHER than it | ooked, and | arger. The sun broke through the hazy cl ouds and hung
above the rolling hills to the west by the tine the angels and their escort descended the | ast | ow

hill leading into the town.
Li ke all the towns Nylan had seen in Candar, Lornth was not walled, and the houses went froma
few wi dely spaced on large plots of ground to a point where they were nearly wall to wall, with

occasi onal shops sandw ched between.

Tonsar guided them down the street that the highway had becone, a street that pointed toward
the tower Nylan had seen froma distance. At a closer glance, Nylan realized that the buildings he
had t hought were plastered white were a stucco or cenent of a pinkish color, so pale as to appear
white froma distance. Sone few structures were stone, like the tower, a light red stone that
resenbl ed granite.

The streets were narrow, wi de enough for perhaps three horses abreast, or a single wagon, and
an unpl easant aroma rose fromthe ditch on the right side of the paving stones, a ditch that was
an open sewer.

Nyl an wrinkled his nose and | ooked at Ayrlyn.

She shook her head. "No | ectures on deaths from poor sanitation."

A puzzl ed | ook crossed Tonsar's face. "Lornth is not poor."

"Nyl an worries about open waste ditches,” Ayrlyn explai ned.

"The people are required to wash them down every eight-day," said Tonsar. "There is a fine if
they do not." He reined up as a cart half-filled with barrels rolled out of an alley, pulled by a
single ox, and then slowed as the wheels dropped into the depression of the sewage ditch

The squad waited as the cart lurched across the waste ditch, flinging dark sline onto the
pavi ng stones. Nylan wi nced, and then shrugged.

At the end of the row of houses was a wi der area, with shops on each side and several pushcarts
on the paving stones beyond the storefronts. A few handfuls of people, npbstly wonen, turned as the
squad rode into the small square.

"You are not exactly the nost wel come of visitors," pointed out Tonsar

"I can hear that." Nylan shifted his weight in the saddle, and studied those who stared at him
but none noved toward himas the party rode through the center of the small square and back into
the narrower street.

Less than three hundred cubits farther, the street ended, and they faced an open green area,
behi nd which stood the keep of Lornth. The keep was of the pale pink granite, as was the wal
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surrounding it, although the wall was low, not nore than ten cubits high and only three cubits
thick-a barrier nore suited to a rural estate than the domain of a lord, Nylan would have thought.

The two heavy wooden gates were bound in iron and stood open, guarded by four arnsnen on foot.

Tonsar reined up and nodded to the guards. "The angels to see the regents."”

The small thin guard with a hal berd of sorts nodded back. "The Regent Zeldyan |eft word that
she would see themin the tower roomas soon as they arrived."

Tonsar jerked his head in a quick nod, then urged his mount through the gates. The sound of
hoofs echoed fromthe pal e pink paving stones of the courtyard as the riders followed the |ead
armsrman around the north side of the keep or pal ace.

Nyl an noted the relative enptiness of the keep. Only a score or so of arnsnen? Four gate
guar ds?

The stables were in the rear of the keep, a separate building with a tile roof and swept clay
floors that snelled nore of straw and horses than of nmanure. Several clucks, brawks, and cheeps
i ndi cated chi ckens were | ocated somewhere nearby, although the snmith saw none.

Nyl an gratefully disnounted fromthe mare, stretching his | egs and shoul ders, then his arms.
Hs left shoulder got stiff nore easily than the right. H's hand brushed the weathered linte
beam rem nding himthat ceilings were low indeed in |lowtech cultures.

"You may | eave your mounts here in the stable. Your things will be brought to your quarters.”

Ayrlyn unfastened the lutar case. "I'Il take this. It's an instrument."

"As you w sh, angel," Tonsar said with a |augh.

Nyl an worried about the metal conposite bow, but saying anything would draw nore attention, and
there was no way the locals could duplicate it. Besides, wapped in oiled |eather, it |ooked much
Ii ke any other bow.

Again, those fewin the courtyard watched intently as the angel s wal ked back across the stones
toward the keep building itself.

The arnsman led the three up a set of stone steps and then into what appeared to be an ol der
tower, stopping outside a dark and polished wooden door, guarded by a broad-shoul dered man weari ng
a decorative breastplate and a shortsword. The shorter blade nade nore sense for an interior
guard. Beside himwas a page.

"Announce the angels to the regent," requested the arnsman.

The page slipped inside the door, but Nylan caught sone of the words.

"Lady Zel dyan, the angels . "

Al nost i medi ately, the door reopened.

"You nay enter,"” said the page.

"Leave your bl ades outside the room" noted the guardsnan.

"Do all warriors |eave their weapons?" asked Nyl an.

"If you prefer,” answered the guard, "you may lay themon the table inside the door. No one

will touch them"

"Thank you,"” said Nylan. "I'll have to draw the shoul der bl ade." He | ooked at Weryl, who | ooked
up sleepily.

"Wy . .. oh."

The page opened the dark door, and Nylan saw the table, dark and battered wood, waist-high. He
pl aced both bl ades there, side by side, realizing that they could still be taken before he could

ever reach them Ayrlyn followed his exanple.

A sl ender blond woman with piercing green eyes stood waiting. She wore a purple tunic, trimred
in green, and green trousers. Her hair was swept back in a nalachite hair band.

"I amthe Lady Zel dyan. Pl ease be seated." The bl ond woman gestured toward the circul ar
conference table, and her eyes went to Weryl. "Your child? How old is-?"

"He's a little nore than a year," Nylan said.

"They like to explore. You may let himcrawl, if you like. He might prefer that."

"Thank you." Nyl an eased Weryl out of the carrypak and set himon the ornate but worn carpet.
He foll owed Zel dyan's gesture and sat, taking the chair closest to where his son sat.

Veryl's fingers ran over the fabric, and he | ooked back at Nyl an

"You can crawl around," the snmth told the boy.

Wth a glance back at the now cl osed wooden door, Ayrlyn eased herself into the chair beside
Nyl an.

The bl ond wonan took the chair across fromthem her eyes on Ayrlyn. "I was the consort of Lord
Sillek. The hol ders were kind enough to confirmme, with ny brother Fornal and ny sire, as one of
the regents for nmy son Nesslek." Zeldyan gestured toward the pair of pitchers and the goblets.
"The gray pitcher has greenjuice, the brown, wine. Wuld you |ike sone?"

"I'd definitely enjoy the greenjuice," Nylan replied.
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"The wi ne," answered Ayrlyn nearly sinultaneously.

They both | aughed, and Zel dyan smiled faintly, but poured the wine first for Ayrlyn, then the
juice into the two renmaining gobl ets.

"I amNylan," the smth said, as he realized he had never given his nanme, "and this is Ayrlyn.
Weryl is the one crawling there." Nylan watched as Weryl craw ed away fromthe table toward a | ow
cl osed chest. The boy's fingers explored the brass fittings before he |l evered hinmself upright and
stood, holding on to the chest for a nonment before he sat down with a thunp. | mediately, he began
t he process again.

What did Zel dyan want? Nyl an had to wonder.

"Many woul d guess why two angel s woul d choose to enter Lornth." Zeldyan took a slight sip of
the juice, and continued. "I have ny own thoughts, but | would be honored if you would tell ne how
you cane here."

The two angel s exchanged gl ances.

"Mght as well,"” Nylan said. "W were the crew of a ship that crossed the skies, a warship, and
we were in a battle with the ... denons of light, I'd guess you'd call them The forces were so
great that they carried us to the skies above Candar, but our ship was destroyed, and we were
forced to | and on the Roof of the World. W had to land in a cold place because nost of the angels
cone from places far colder than Candar. Only three of us can really live for any |ong period of
time in the warner parts of Candar. Ayrlyn cones fromthe warmest place, and she finds the Roof of
the World in the winter nearly as inhospitable as you do. Al nost as soon as we | anded, people
started attacking us, and we had to fight back. They kept attacking, and we kept defending, unti

the peace agreenent after the big battle last fall." The smth shrugged. "Does that answer your
questi on?"

"Qur w zards had told me sonme of that, but it is good to know why you picked the Roof of the
Wrld. Still . . . why are you here? Do you bring some nmessage, some demand?"

"Hardly." Nylan held in a sigh. "You nust know that Ryba is Marshal of Wstw nd, and that she
is amghty warrior. You also nust know that there are few nmen in Westw nd. "

"It is said you slaughtered nost of those who tried to enter, although there were said to be
some few from Lornth who survived," said Zel dyan

Nyl an deci ded agai nst addressing the issue of slaughter. "There were two," said Nylan. "One was
Nerliat, and he left and was killed when he returned with a wizard to attack Westw nd. Ryba is not
all that fond of men, and she has becone |l ess fond of themas time has passed. | ama man." He
shrugged.

Zel dyan frowned. "And what of the other man? Did he suffer her displeasure as well? Was he
sl aughtered as wel | ?"

"That was Relyn. He attacked Westw nd al so, but he survived." Nylan paused, sensing that
Zel dyan's interest was nore than passing. "He left last fall to head east."

"East? Why would he do that?" The regent sounded puzzled. "Wy was he spared when others were
not ?"

Nyl an wanted to wi pe his forehead. "It's not exactly sinple. Wien he attacked Wstw nd, he
tried to kill Ryba. She took off his right hand." The smith paused.

"Nyl an saved himfrombleeding to death, and |later nade himan artificial hand, and hel ped
teach himhow to fight with a blade and a knife," added Ayrlyn.

Nyl an wanted to clarify that, because he hadn't really done the teaching. He'd only made the
hand/ hook and the clanp that would hold a dagger and encouraged Rel yn.

"Why did you do that?" asked the bl ond wonan.

"It seened like the right thing to do. He was pretty defeated. He said he'd never be able to
return honme, that he could never escape the humliation of being defeated by a handful of wonen."
Nyl an's eyes turned to Weryl, who was working his way around the chest with tottering steps.

"Do you know why he |eft?" asked Zel dyan

"I told himto," Nylan adnitted. "I was afraid that Ryba night harmhimafter the battle." He
took a sip of the sweet and sour juice.

"You coul d not protect hinP"

"Nylan was injured in the battle," said Ayrlyn. "He could not have protected hinself, |let al one
anyone el se. Because he worried about Relyn, he advised himto slip away in the confusion after
the battle.”

"Scarcely honorabl e advice," said Zel dyan.

"I"'ma little confused about the definition of honor," said Ayrlyn. "Fromwhat |'ve observed,
it appears perfectly honorable to attack or try to enslave people who have nowhere to go. It
appears perfectly honorable to offer rewards to have them destroyed, but it is dishonorable to
admt that they are strong enough to defend thensel ves, and di shonorable to | eave when the
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alternative is death at the blade of the greatest warrior in the world."

"The greatest warrior? Who night that be?"

"Ryba," said Nylan. "Fromwhat |'ve seen, no one cones close to her."

"She does not rule by blood?"

"No. She rules by ability, especially ability with weapons."

"Many in Lornth would find that disturbing." Zeldyan took another sip of juice. "Wy did you
advise Relyn to leave? | amalso confused. Did you know that you would be injured? Are you sone
sort of mage to predict such matters?"

"Peopl e have called me a nage,"” Nylan admitted, "but | ama snith and an engineer first. | did
not know that | would be injured, but we were greatly outnunbered, and it seened possibl e that
many woul d be injured. | told Relyn that, especially if | were injured, he should depart."

"That candl e adds sone light." Zel dyan paused, sipped her juice, and asked, "Are you the bl ack
mage that the wizards saw in their glasses? The one who defeated Hi ssl ?"

"I don't think I ama black mage, but | did manage to stop the w zards."

"I woul d suggest, ser Nylan, that anyone who can defeat three white w zards is a black nage,"
said Zeldyan dryly. "If you are so powerful, and needs nust |eave this ... Wstw nd, then the
Mar shal nust be even nore powerful ."

"She is a nighty warrior," said Ayrlyn, "and at times she can see what will be, or nmight be."

"You, flame-angel." The regent turned to Ayrlyn. "Do you believe that the black nmage saved
Rel yn?"

"Yes. He saved his life, and helped himto regain his skills and confidence. Before Relyn left,
he was a better blade, even | eft-handed and with a dagger over his hook, than he was when he
cane. "

Zel dyan was silent, then took another sip of the juice. "Wiy did you | eave?"

"Because the Roof of the Wirld was too cold for ne, and because | |ove Nyl an, and because he
had to | eave."

Nyl an slipped out of the chair to steer Weryl away fromthe table with the bl ades upon it.

"Yet he carries the child. Is this an angel custon®"

"Weryl is his. Wiy shouldn't he carry his son?"

Zel dyan | aughed, before a frown crossed her face. "I wish Sillek were yet here to listen to
that. Still, you have done some good, not even know ng that you have."

It was Ayrlyn's and Nylan's turn to | ook puzzl ed.

"Relyn is ny brother, and while | would wi sh he could return to Lornth, | fear his judgnent is

correct. He would have to fight every day of his |ife for seasons to prove his honor." She turned
back to Ayrlyn. "Sillek shared some of your concerns about honor, with sone justice."

Nyl an cleared his throat. "If it is not too inpertinent, Regent Zeldyan, might | ask why you
wi shed to see us?"

"Because | wanted to neet those who are angels to see if they were indeed bl ack denons."

"Why does everyone think of us that way?"

"How el se would they, after all you have done?"

"And what do you want of us?" Ayrlyn's voice was edged

"Have you heard of Cyador, the ancient white | and?"

"Only recently. There was a scroll that nentioned an ancient |and where the buil ders channel ed
the rivers and built white cities, and then a trader nentioned the name," said Ayrlyn. "He said
traders from Cyador had bought enough wheat in Certis and Gallos to drive the price up. He al so
said they don't let outside traders in."

"They turn away all outsiders, and kill those they find within their borders." Zel dyan was
matter-of-fact. "Once, it is said, they controlled much of what is Lornth, including the copper
mnes in Cerlyn. They have demanded the return of the mnes', and our scouts say that a mghty
force of Mrror Lancers advances toward the G ass Hlls."

At the term"Mrror Lancers,” Ayrlyn and Nyl an exchanged gl ances.

"You know of this?" Zeldyan's voice sharpened.

"Not exactly. Those who destroyed our ship used Mrror Towers, and we've often wondered if the
white denmons of your | egends were descended fromthe ancestors of our enenies.”

"Can you read?"

Nyl an repressed a snile and answered. "W can both read your tongue and ours."

"Schol ars and angels and warriors-truly an odd combination."

"No nmore than you, lady," Nylan offered.

"Aye, and oddity pays a high price." Zeldyan coughed. "You are wel cone, once you are settled,
to study the old scrolls in the tower. Sone deal with the white ones, and you may find sone
informati on of use-that is, if you choose to remain in Lornth and aid us agai nst Cyador."
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Nyl an gl anced at Ayrlyn, catching the tiniest nod. "W would be pleased to remain and offer
what help as we can-"

"I would ask what assistance you nmight offer,” interrupted Zel dyan, as though she had forgotten
to ask, alnobst as though she knew t he answer.

Nyl an kept getting the inpression that the blond wonman knew far nore than she reveal ed.

"That may be slight,"” Nylan said. "W have no destructive fireballs like the white w zards.
ama smith. Perhaps | can devise sonme weapons that night help, although I'"'mnot too fanmiliar with
what you can do."

"You were well acquainted enough to destroy two arm es. That should offer some reassurance."
Zel dyan | ooked to Ayrlyn.

Nyl an slipped fromhis chair again to redirect Weryl back to the chest, away fromthe bl ades.

"I offer less, lady. | ama healer and a singer, and | can defend myself with a blade." Ayrlyn
dropped her head.

"Enough to have killed a score, no doubt?"

"Hal f that, perhaps," conceded Ayrlyn.

The bl ond regent | aughed again. "Mst arnsnen do not slaughter that many in a life, yet you are
apol ogetic." She shook her head. "And you, smith?"

Nyl an swal | oned. "Wth a blade, a few nore than the healer."

"And how did you destroy the flower of Lornth? Wth what awful magic?"

Nyl an decided to risk it and tell the truth. "Wth devices fromthe heavens that no | onger
wor k. "

"So . . . another arny could take Westw nd?"

"Perhaps," Nylan said, "although the tower would w thstand anything short of a |arge siege
engi ne, and there are nore guards at Wstw nd now t han when we | anded."

Zel dyan shook her head. "I woul d scarcely hazard a single arnmsnan agai nst your Westwi nd. W
gain nothing, and | ose everything." The piercing green eyes raked over the two. "Since you are
here, will you aid us agai nst Cyador?"

"Yes." The answer was sinultaneous.

"Good. | had hoped you might. | had taken the liberty of installing you in a guest roomin the
south wing. It even has a bath chamber. The w zards said that baths were inportant to angels."

"You know far nore than you reveal, Regent," Ayrlyn said.

"That is the business of regents, and, | perceive, of angels." Zeldyan rose. "Tonight, | wll
have a supper sent to your room Tonorrow, you will join us-all the regents-for the evening neal
Lornth is open to you." The bl onde paused. "For now, | would suggest remaining within the walls of
the keep. Most within Lornth are not that charitable toward angels." Her lips quirked. "I have no
doubt s about your ability to defend yourselves, but | would rather not |ose any nore souls, and
not all of our people have enough sense to understand the futility of crossing blades with you."

Ayrlyn followed the regent's exanple and stood, as did Nylan, but the engineer had to bend to
reclaimWryl, who had returned to the carved chest.

Bot h angel s bowed.

Zel dyan rang a small bell, and the door opened. The page stepped inside.

"I'f you would escort the angels to their guest chanber- the one in the south wing."

"The big one?"

"The big one, Nistyr," Zeldyan affirned.

"Thank you," Nylan said quietly.

"I fear, angel, that thanks will count for little enough once Cyador npbves against us."

Nyl an suspected she was right, but it was still good to have a solid roof and food-even if he
still had no idea of where their future truly mght lie.

XXX X

DI SDAI NI NG THE ANCGEL Ryba, the smith Nylan, knowing the fate of the once-m ghty hunter Gerlich
made his way from Wstwind, with all the stealth and craft that befitted the one who had re-
created the fires of Heaven and the rains of death.

The soul -singer Ayrlyn acconpanied him and a child, and far nore harmthan nighty Ryba did

these three portend for all of Candar, and all |ands, even unto the ends of the world.
The Angel and Marshal of Westwi nd was sore vexed, and sent she her guards after the three, but,
agai nst the dark arts of the smth and the singer, they could not prevail, and in tinme the three

canme to the ancient and powerful |and of Lornth.
The people of Lornth closed their shutters as the angels passed, and feared as the dark shadows

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (78 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:38 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2004%620-%20T he%20Chaos%20Bal ance.txt

crossed their doors.

The | eader of the council of Lornth was a worman, and guil el ess, and, beguiled by Nylan and the
sweet songs of the dark singer and the seem ng i nnocence of the child, she offered themrespite,
and opened her |and unto these dark ones, despite the counsel of those who cautioned agai nst what
woul d conme fromthe angels.

And there, for tinme, abided the mghty smth and the singer of dark songs, and the child.

Col ors of Wite
(Manual of the Guild at Fairhaven)
Preface

XL

AS HE COWPLETED dressing, Nylan glanced around the spacious room taking in the pale pink stone
walls, the two ornately carved dark wood wardrobes, and the matchi ng wooden arnthairs beside a
gane table that doubled as an in-chanber dining table.

Ayrlyn sat up in the bed and yawned. "Do we find breakfast?"

Nyl an shrugged.

"Al right." Ayrlyn set her feet on the carpet. "I'm outnunbered."

"Qut nunber ed, but never outvoted," answered the engi neer

".Voting doesn't count here, renmenber?" She rubbed her eyes.

"It doesn't, but what do you think?" Nylan sat and bal anced Weryl on his knee, offering the boy
| eftover greenjuice fromthe covered cup

"About what?" Wth another yawn, Ayrlyn padded toward the wash basin in the adjoining chanber.

"Zel dyan. "

"She's pragnmatic. Warm hearted, but that won't get in her way of doing what she thinks is
best." Ayrlyn | ooked at the wash basin. "She wants her son to have the best, and to live to
inherit it. 1'd guess that we'd have to have her on our side, but she already is. She needs us,
al though I don't know exactly why she thinks we can help Lornth with Cyador."

"We're angels," pointed out Nylan, deadpan

"She's not that credul ous. She wants us to do sonething."

"You woul d bring that up," said the engineer. "Such as defeating Cyador and retaining these
copper nines?"

"Probably, if not worse." Ayrlyn struggled into her leathers. "I wish | had sonme outfits |ike
hers. These are going to get too hot here."

"For you?" Nyl an | aughed.

Thrap! At the rap on the door, the two angels | ooked at each other

"Yes?" said Nylan, |oudly.

"Your breakfast, ser and |lady," announced a voice fromthe door

Ayrlyn unbolted the door for the square-faced serving girl.

Breakfast was piled on a single platter on a large tray- eggs cooked into a flattened nass with
cheese, two | ong bl ackened sausages. Beside the platter on the tray were a | oaf of black bread,
two applelike fruits, two pitchers-one brown and one gray-and two enpty green stoneware mugs.

"Visen had to guess, ser and |lady," said the dark-haired girl. "If you would tell the pages or
me if there's sonething you would like better, she would be pleased to cook it." She bowed agai n.

"Thank you. This is fine," said Ayrlyn.

Wth a nervous smle, the girl slipped toward the door and was gone.

"I haven't had service like this in years," murnured Nyl an

"I never had it." Ayrlyn eased herself into the chair across the table from Nylan and Weryl.

"Sausage is pretty rank," said Ayrlyn after a tine, pouring greenjuice into her mug. "It feels
all right, but it's . . . sonmething."

"Bl ood sausage, | think," Nylan said after one bite. "It is rank.” Try as he m ght, he nanaged
only three bites. Wryl spat out his first norsel

"The opinion is universal," Ayrlyn noted, sw gging nore greenjuice.

"The bread is good." Nylan offered Weryl the cup, and the boy grabbed it with both hands.

When the tray was enpty-except for the uneaten bl ack sausages-the engi neer glanced at the flame-
red healer. "W're fed. What should we do?"

"Talk to people," suggested Ayrlyn. "Talk to as many as we can."

After they had washed their hands and taken care of other needs, including a quick change for
Weryl, Nyl an eased open the heavy wooden door. The two wore single blades, those at their belts,
and Nylan carried Weryl in his left arm rather than in the carrypak still danp from washi ng.

hai
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The hall was dim despite the light pinkish color of the stone walls and floor tiles, and
enpty. Wth a shrug Nylan turned right. Their boots echoed on the tiles as they headed toward the
cross-corridor at the end of the hall. Around the corner and at the archway that led to the old
tower where they had net Zeldyan, they found a pair of guards.

"OFf-limts?" asked Nylan with a snmile

"I'f you please, ser," answered the wiry .guard. His taller conpanion renained silent, though
both | ooked at the angels and then at Weryl. The boy snmiled, and a ghost of a response creased the
shorter guard's face.

"We're strangers here," the engi neer began, "and you could help us by telling us a few things
we don't know. No, I'mnot after gossip, or anything like that. How old is Lornth? Do you know?"

The wiry guard frowned. "Can't say as |'d be knowing that, ser. Sone say that Lord Sillek was
the fifteenth lord of Lornth; others say he was only the eleventh. Don't know as that hel ps nuch."

"How big is Lornth?"

"Well... I'd not know how many kays from here to there, but now that Lord Sillek added
Rul yarth, those that owe himallegiance hold lands that run fromthe headwaters of the river near
Clynya all the way to the sea, and fromthe Westhorns | east hal fway through the grassl ands
Clynya's a good eight-day's ride, maybe nore, right up the river fromLornth. Berlitos-that's the
nearest place you'd call a town in Jerans-it'd be a good seven days' ride west from Rohrn."

"Where's Rohrn?" asked Ayrlyn.

" "Bout two days' ride upriver-on the west side. Pretty town. O der than Lornth, but the
Jeranyi used to raid it a lot, back a hundred years or so. Least, that was what ny da told ne."

"Are the Jeranyi still a problen®”

"Not since Lord Sillek burned out their fort near Oynya and sent them packing. Lord Ildyrom
even paid tribute last year." The wiry guard snorted. "This year night be another thing. Except we
don't have to worry about the Suthyans or the Westhorns, and that nmeans ser Gethen could send a
force right after them Ser Fornal's been out gathering arnsmen, and |'d guess that means ser
Gethen has no great faith in Lord Ildyrom s prom ses. W woul d? His consort has a bigger mace
than he does-beggi ng your pardon, angels.” The wiry guard fl ushed.

"What's expected at dinners here?" Nylan tried for a |l ess controversial subject.

The two guards exchanged gl ances and shrugged.

"You might ask Genglois, ser," said the taller guard. "He's the seneschal, and he has a study
at the base of the stairs, but you'll have to take the other steps-back up that way." H s head
inclined toward the other end of the cross-corridor

Nyl an got the inpression that it was tinme to nove on. "Thank you."

Ayrlyn smled, and they retraced their steps back up the cross-corridor and down the steps,
then back down the enpty |ower cross-corridor. No |anps or candles were lit, and the corridors
were darker than early twlight.

The door to Genglois's chanber was open

"You be the angels, | see," said the heavyset man in purple, looking up fromthe small table
that served as a desk and, fromthe greasy shoul der joint and bread on the platter there, as a
dining table as well. A single candle flickered in a wall sconce in the wi ndow ess room

"The guards suggested you m ght be able to help us."

"Me? | can get the pages to bring you food and nore water, or to enpty the chanber pots, or
direct you to the stablemaster or armsmaster. That sort of thing-not much nore." The senescha
paused. "Fine child, there."

"Thank you, " said Nyl an.

"We don't know nuch about Lornth or the regents," offered Ayrlyn. "W'd rather not waste tine
when we neet with the regents aski ng questions about things everyone in Lornth knows."

"Some of that... some of that, | know " Genglois gestured to the two stools. "Not that 1've
much room but stools are fine for pages, not for warriors like you." He paused, and the deep-set
eyes centered on Ayrlyn. "You are all warriors, are you not?"

"Yes. Some are better than others, though."” Nylan took the stool directly across fromthe
seneschal

CGenglois took a gulp fromthe greasy goblet on the table. "Jegel said that the head angel -"

"The Marshal ?" asked Ayrlyn.

"He said the Marshal threw her blade, and it went right through Lord Nessil's breastplate. That
true?"

"Yes," Nyl an sard.

Gengl oi s shook his head. "Jegel -he always said what was-but | wondered about that. Maybe .
maybe you angels will keep old Karthanos in |ine, though. He be a devious one. Anything else you
want to know?"
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"The other regent, Zeldyan's sire?"

"dd Gethen, you nmean? He and Sillek-they took Rulyarth, and he reorgani zed the whol e port. Had
it maki ng coi ns when the Suthyans couldn't. Course, it took the two of them That's how Sill ek net
Zel dyan, they say-went to Carpa to talk strategy with Gethen-he was a friend of Sillek's sire, too-
and he net her there. Never saw a lord so in love with his |ady. She still loves him and it's
been nore than half a year."

"What about the Suthyans?" pursued Nyl an, easing a piece of chalk from Wryl's hand, and
| ooki ng at the characters on the slate-apparently a personal form of shorthand for a nenu-that
ni ght's neal ?

"The Sut hyans-they're traders, and coin is all that matters to them Had a big banquet | ast
year-every year, alnost-for Lygon of Bleyans, except that the regents said he woul d not be wel cone
in the keep again. Seenmed all right for a trader, and he even paid his respects to Lady Ellindyja.
But you wanted to know about the Suthyans. They have ships, and they sail everywhere. Bled us dry
when they had Rulyarth, but matters are better now, thanks to Lord Sillek. Poor man-did so much,
and got pushed into fighting you angels. You know'-Genglois |owered his voice-"he didn't want to.
Hi s hol ders pushed for it, and he was not ready to stand against themall-that's hard for a lord
even as old and respected as ser Gethen. Had Sillek lived |onger, he mght have. Then who knows .

matters ni ght have been different."

"They coul d have been,"” Ayrlyn said. "W did not wish to fight, either. But there's nowhere to
retreat on the Roof of the World."

"Told that to Koric, and he just |aughed. He be dead, and that says much. An old seneschal, and
| prattle too nuch." Cenglois stopped and refilled the goblet with wine so vinegary that Nyl an
could snell it.

"How do the protocols work for dinners here?" Nylan asked.

"There be few indeed. No spitting at table, and no bel ching. Just follow the Regent Zel dyan.

Most proper, she be, nost proper without being all stiff like ... anyway. Mst bring their
daggers, but | lay out sone, dull ones. Eat hearty." The seneschal sniled. "Anything special you
i ke?"

"Pastries," admtted Nylan. "W see few on the Roof of the World."

Genglois laughed. "I will tell Visen." He | ooked toward the enpty hall behind the angels

"What can you recall about Cyador?" Nyl an asked, ignoring the seneschal's gl ance.

"Not a great deal, ser." Cenglois shook his head, and his jow s wobbl ed ever so slightly. "The
trouble with the mines- that was in the tine of Lord Sillek's grandsire or before."

"We're strangers, renenber?" Ayrlyn explained. "Could you explain what the trouble with the
m nes was?"

"Ch ... that was when Berphi was Lord of Cyador-nust have been twoscore years back, maybe
threescore. Lord Berphi asked for the return of the mines and the renmoval of all Lornians. Except
he called us barbarians.”

"\What happened?”

The ampl e functionary shrugged. "Nothing. Lord Berphi went to his ancestors, and there was sone
di sturbance in Cyador, and the whole matter vani shed."

"Until now?" suggested Nyl an

"I'f you see troubles riding their pale horses toward you, angel lord, it often pays to wait to
see how many actually cross the river bridge. Even | have found that few nake it that far."
Genglois stood. "If you will excuse me, ser, | needs nust visit the kitchen."

"OfF course.”

From the seneschal's cranped place, they crossed the courtyard to the stables.

"Ser and ser?" A slight youth in scarred | eathers met them even before they had put three steps
inside the stables. Fromthe depths of the structure came the brawki ng of chickens.

"W wanted to check our nounts,” Nylan said.

"Good beasts," the youth said. "They are in the second row." He turned as if they would follow
"So is the gray you used as a pack animal."

Ayrlyn grinned. So did Nylan as they foll owed the dark-haired stable boy's quick steps.

"Here you be-the dark nmare and the chestnut." The youth pointed to the stalls. "Not |ike sone
that come in, so thin you know the rider has only grazed 'em Hoofs worn, and the dark mare, she
be needi ng new shoes afore |long, |east that be what Edicat said. Chestnut be sound, shoes and
all." The boy gl anced from Nylan to Ayrlyn and back

"Who are you?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Merthek. Second stable boy, |eastwise till Kielner joins the armsnen.”

"Do you want to be an arnsnman?" asked Nyl an, wondering about the phrasing the youth had used.

"Me? No, ser. Love the beasts, not cold iron. Cold iron | oves none save bl ood, and that price
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is high." He | ooked boldly at the smith. "Especially if one nust fight angels."
"The price is high for angels as well," Nylan answered dryly.
Mert hek glanced at Nylan's blade. "A short blade, yet deadly."
"Deadly enough,” Nylan adnmitted. "I would rather it weren't necessary."
"So | ong as nen want what others have," offered the youth, "blades be necessary."
"Unfortunately," answered Ayrlyn. "Stick to your horses, Merthek."

"I will, ser and lady, and if you need anything here, ask for me. That is, if | do not find you
first." He flashed a gap-toothed grin, then offered a bow "If | amnot here, the stabl emaster is
Qui sanek, and he is a good man, and one who knows all about the beasts.”

"W will." Nylan peered over the stall wall at the nare, who stood on clean straw and ate what
| ooked to be grain froma wooden manger

After Merthek escorted them back to the courtyard, Nylan took a deep breath. "I need a break

Let's go up that tower and check out the surrounding terrain." He pointed to the smaller tower
that rose just to the south of where he thought their chanber was-not the |arger square tower that
hel d the room where they had net Zel dyan

"You sound |ike the engi neer again."

"What can | say?" Nylan shifted his weight to catch a lunging Wryl, who grasped toward a
chicken that scurried into the shadows of the stable wall.

"Don't," she suggested as Nyl an nade his way toward the doorway at the base of the tower within
the keep. There was no lock, only an iron latch that squeaked as he lifted it.

The circular stairs were narrow and steep, and the steps barely wi de enough for one boot, even
at the outside end. The pink stone walls were polished smooth by years of shoul ders passing.

Hal f-surprised to find that he wasn't even panting by the tine he reached the top and lifted
t he hanmrered wought-iron [ atch, which al so squeaked, Nyl an stepped out onto the parapet, a
circul ar space not much nore than ten cubits square, with chest-high crenel ated walls.

"Definitely for defense,"” he said, shifting Weryl fromhis left armto his right and noving to
the south side of the tower. To his right, the river wound gradually to the southwest, presumably
back toward the marsh and the ironwoods. Beyond the river, he could see the neatly cultivated
fields, eventually giving way to the nore di stant grasslands. The reddi sh-brown strip that was the
road to the Westhorns and Westwi nd foll owed the east bank of the river. Farther to the east were
the rolling hills that conceal ed the Westhorns, although Nylan had no real idea exactly how far
the mountains were in a direct easterly direction, since the road had brought themfromthe
sout heast. Westwind itself was probably east-southeast from Lornth, but good maps seemed to be
another itemin short supply.

White puffy clouds dotted the green-blue sky overhead, but to the north the clouds were darker
and thicker, with the sheeting gray beneath that bespoke rain.

Nyl an sniffed, but didn't snell the rain, not yet. He did snell sonething else. Weryl grinned
at him

"Not until late afternoon or evening," Ayrlyn hazarded. "The rain, not Wryl."

"W need to go back to the room?"

"I can snell that, too."

Nyl an took the stairs carefully. A misstep would mean a | ong bounce downward, a very painfu
series of bounces off hard pink stones. They had to go into the courtyard and then back al ong the
cross-corridor and up the steps to the third | evel

As they neared their chanber, a shorter figure hurried toward them

"Ser and lady ... or is it ser and ser?" asked the blond page, |ooking from Nylan's snoot h-
shaven chin to Ayrlyn's face and back to Nyl an

"We both fight, and we both take care of Weryl," said Ayrlyn, "but ser Nylan is a man, and | a
woman. "

"Ser and ser," continued the page, "tonight, the Regent Zeldyan has offered to have her nurse
take care of your son and hers in the roomadjoining the hall." The youth bowed.

"We appreciate her consideration,” Nylan said after a quick glance at Ayrlyn, "and we will
bring Weryl with us."

"Your midday neal is on your table." The page bowed agai n.

After the page departed, Nylan |ooked to the healer. "It seens as though they're going to sone
effort for us."

"That bothers ne."

"Because it nmeans they've got big problens?" The engi neer opened the door and stepped inside.
The tray on the table held another heaping assortnent of food, bread, cheese wedges, cold slices
of meat, nore fruit, and three pitchers, plus a small assortnment of what appeared to be biscuits.

"I have that feeling." Ayrlyn took in the tray. "I keep eating like that, and I'l|l be as heavy
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as ny nmount."

"I doubt that." Nylan set Weryl on the carpet to close the door, and the boy i medi ately began
to race on hands and knees toward the |utar case.

"It takes a lot of energy to keep warmon the Roof of the World, and now | don't have to."

"Lucky you. Unlucky nme." Nylan reached down to steer Weryl away fromthe |utar

"I''mstill hungry, though," she adnitted.

So was Nyl an. Even as he reclainmed Weryl and carried himinto the bath chanber, he wondered if
he'd get over the worries about food that two | ean winters on the Roof of the Wirld had generat ed.

XLI

IN THE DIM light cast by the snall oil lanp, the white wi zard studied the scroll. Feeling the
perspiration on his forehead, he quickly blotted his brow before the danpness beaded up and fel
on the parchnentli ke white paper

The words swam before himin the close confines of the small room a roombarely |arge enough
to hold a narrow bed and the work table and stool

we have with great effort beaten the Accursed Forest back al ong the southern boundaries of

the white wall. This has taken all of ny resources, and those of the |local conpany of white
engi neers, as well as the two conpanies of foot and conscription of all able-bodied souls in three
vil | ages. .
I can sense great forces at work, perhaps the greatest since the binding of the forest in
anci ent tines.

al t hough we have recovered Geliendra and Forestnorth, for us to return the forest to its
former boundaries will take nore men and forces, and | amwiting to request that you make known
your desires in this matter.

The lanp flickered as a slight whisper of noist air, bearing the danp snells of the resurgent
forest, slipped through the open and unshuttered w ndow.

Thenphi massaged his forehead again, then blotted it once nore before rolling the scroll,
leaving it on the corner of the table for the norning. After a nonent, he stood and stretched,
then wal ked to the w ndow that faced north.

He gazed in the general direction of the Accursed Forest, sensing the flickers of white and
darkness that not even the ancients could untwi st, the flickers of white and darkness that had
grown ever so much stronger

"You dare too nmuch, Lephi, and no one can tell you otherwi se." The | ow words were lost in the
rustling of vegetation

Then, in time, he took a deep breath and turned away fromthe w ndow.

XL

SER NYLAN AND ser Ayrlyn," announced the page.

As Nylan wal ked into the snall dining hall, Zeldyan stepped forward, wearing trousers and a
doubl et of sorts cut froma shimering green cloth that resenbled silk, yet did not.

"Mght | escort you and your son to the nurse, and to neet Nesslek?"

"Thank you," said Nylan, very much aware that even their best |eather trousers and light linen
shirts were plain indeed conpared to Zeldyan's finery. Even in the light shirt, he was hot, though
he knew Ayrlyn was not.

Behi nd Zel dyan, by the cold hearth framed by a mantl e of gol den wood, stood two broad-
shoul dered nen. Neither noved forward as Nylan followed the blond regent to a side door within the
di ni ng chanber. Wile the second roomcontained |long trestle tables, they had been pushed aside,
and two small beds placed within several yards of the door, a rocking chair between.

The white-haired nurse in the chair talked to the blond boy on her knee. "Ride a fine charger
to Carpa and back ..." She stopped. "My | ady?"

"Secora, here are ser Nylan and his son Wryl."

The nurse shifted Nesslek to her hip and rose. "Your pardon, ser."

Nyl an smiled. "I appreciate your taking care of Weryl while we eat."

"I't happens seldomthat one can hold two handsone gentl enen, silver and gold, so to speak,"
answered Secora. "Year fromnow, they'd hear nothing of it."

"I appreciate your arranging this," Nylan said to Zeldyan as they re-entered the smaller dining
hal | .

"I do not like to be that far from Nesslek," answered Zel dyan, "and often nmake arrangenents
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such as this when we mnmust have dinners for outsiders, or when they woul d take askance at his
presence. "

"W would not."

"I had gathered that, ser, but we have much to discuss."

Nyl an was afraid of that.

"This is ser Gethen," Zeldyan offered as Ayrlyn joined Nylan and the three wal ked toward the
two men by the cold hearth that flanked the table. "Ser Nylan and ser Ayrlyn."

Get hen had jet-black hair streaked with gray, a short-trinmed gray beard, and green eyes,
though the green was not so deep as that of Zeldyan's eyes. He stepped forward with an easy grace.
"Get hen of the Groves, sonetine regent of Lornth, and sire of these two-when they admt it." Hs

head inclined toward Zel dyan and then toward the other nan. "My son Fornal," he added.

Fornal had the jet-black hair of his sire, without the gray, and his black beard was | onger and
fuller. "I have heard nmuch of the angels, and | wel cone the chance to hear nore closer to the
source. "

"Let us be seated." Zeldyan gestured toward the table.

The places were set with two on one side and three on the other. A purpled linen cloth covered
the trestlelike table, with a large oval platter and a crystal goblet for each diner. Light cane
froma single candel abra set at the head of the table and a hal f-dozen brass |anps set in sconces
on the dark-panel ed wal |l s.

Zel dyan seated herself in the mddle of one side, and Fornal sat on her right. Nylan found
hi nsel f across the table fromthem while Ayrlyn sat across from Zel dyan and Get hen. The engi neer
wai t ed.

"You mght try the wine," suggested Zel dyan.

Nyl an poured sonme for the blond regent, then | ooked at Ayrlyn.

"Just alittle.”

He poured half a goblet for each of them wondering just how nuch their systens could take
after two years of short rations and little al cohol

"Surely, you will drink nore," insisted Fornal

"A wine's excellence is not determi ned by how nuch is drunk,"” said Ayrlyn.

Fornal | ooked puzzl ed.

"A good weapon and good wi ne are used sparingly."” Nylan lifted the goblet. "To the regents of
Lornth."

Ayrlyn nodded and murmured, "To the regents.”

"To our visitors," responded Get hen

Nyl an took the smallest sip of the wine. "It is excellent, alnbst better sipped than drunk."

Zel dyan turned and offered a fleeting snmle to Fornal

"Very good," added Ayrlyn.

Two serving wonen slipped into the room each bearing platters. One bore neat snmothered in a
white sauce, and anot her neat snothered in a brown sauce. A third contained long white strips of
sonet hing fl anked by green | eaves, while the |ast bore sections of the fruit call ed pearappl es.

"The brown sauce is burkha, a hot mint," Zeldyan said. "The other is a spice cream"”

Nyl an t ook noderate portions. Hi s eyes strayed toward the cl osed door behind which were the
children. He didn't like trusting the regents, but . . . what choice did they have? He coul d sense
Zel dyan's honesty, but Fornal and the older man were harder -to read.

Fornal filled his platter with burkha, and little else, while Zeldyan and Gethen took noderate
hel pi ngs of everything.

"You still do not like the quilla," observed Gethen to his daughter

"l have not gained an appreciation of oiled woodchi ps, but | requested that Visen serve it
because of your fondness for it." The blonde offered a snile to the two angels. "Please do not
feel you nust eat everything for fear of offending. | do not eat quilla, and Fornal has an
aversion to anything that resenbles fruit, unless it is fernented and conmes froma cask."

"That is the only way to serve fruit," the younger nman adnitted.

After a single noderate nouthful of the sour-sweet mnty-tasting neat and sauce, the engi neer
felt the heat on his forehead. Blynnal had obviously toned down what she had served on the Roof of
the World-greatly.

"This is good burkha," Nylan said.

"You have had it before?" asked Gethen

"A cook who joined the angels makes it, but a far less tasty version."

"Angel s are not used to eating liquid fire," Ayrlyn said. "Qur worlds are colder."

"So it has been said," Fornal said. "Yet you are here."

"We are two of the three who can live in this heat," Ayrlyn said.
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"Even now, it is as hot as sunmer where | was born," Nylan added. "I do not ook forward to
real sumer." He blotted his forehead-warm and danp from both the burkha and the stillness of the
room then took another small sip of the wine, enjoying the tang, but not wishing to let it creep
up on him

"I had thought the hall chilly," admtted Gethen, "but Zeldyan had suggested that a fire m ght
prove unconfortable for you."

"We thank you, lady," Nylan said. "At least, |I do."

"Zel dyan has said you would hel p us agai nst the Cyadorans,'
si |l ence.

H's nmouth full, Nylan nodded, as did Ayrlyn.

"Can you bring the fires of the heavens agai nst then?" asked Fornal

"As | told the Regent Zeldyan," the engineer said, "those fires cannot be used any |longer. All
our skills are at your disposal."

"Any information you have on Cyador . . . that would be helpful,"” Ayrlyn said quietly. "Wat
weapons they have . . . their tactics . "

"Their tactics are sinple enough,” said Fornal alnobst drolly. "They line up endl ess | egions,
and |ike soulless nen their arnsnen cut down their enenies. Many of their |ancers do not bear
iron, but blades and | ances made of a white bronze. Their w zards, as with all white w zards,
cannot bear the touch of cold iron."

So that was why the white wi zard who had acconpani ed Gerlich had al nost disintegrated when
Hul dran's bl ade had barely touched him

"I's there anything el se?" Ayrlyn asked gently.

"I fear much is buried in the scrolls of the Geat Library," said Gethen. "W have not had to
cross bl ades with Cyador in generations."

"Where is that?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Here, off the old tower, but it is witten, and in the old tongue of the white ones-at | east
some is."

"That shouldn't be a problem™ said Nylan, again blotting his forehead.

"You read the old tongue?" asked Get hen

"I read it and one or two others," the engineer admitted. "Ayrlyn reads six or seven |anguages,
isn'"t it?" Behind his words, he was puzzled. Hadn't Zel dyan passed on what they had told her? O
was the bl onde playing a deeper gane?

"Five well,"” the redhead said. "I can nmake ny way in four others.”

Zel dyan offered another snall snmile to Fornal, but her brother did not respond, from what Nyl an
coul d see

"You carry yourselves as warriors, yet you are scholars." Gethen touched his beard. "I do not
believe there are nine different tongues on our world."

Nyl an nodded to hinself-clearly a planoforned and col oni zed world, not surprisingly. "Languages
differ, but in any |anguage people fight."

"Do the Cyadorans still use the old tongue?" asked Ayrlyn.

"So the traders say," answered Zel dyan. "The white ones remain w thin Cyador."

"Except when they decide they want our lands." Fornal punctuated his words with a hefty swall ow
fromthe goblet.

"We are barbarians to them So are all outsiders," added Zel dyan

Nyl an tried a hel ping of the milder |enon-creanmed neat, then asked, "Do they have any of the
ol der weapons?"

"Who woul d know? No one who enters Cyador ever returns." Gethen shrugged. "The old tales tel
of lances of fire and great wagons that nove without horses or oxen, and ships that needed no
sails.”

"And now?" pronpted the engineer, pleased that the | enmon sauce was but nildly tangy, rather
than liquid flane.

"The only ships that sail from Cyador are coastal traders, and they bear sails |ike any
ot hers. "

"They may have | ost those weapons," Nyl an nused.

"That may be," countered Fornal, "but Cyador is |arge and has endl ess waves of |ancers and
foot. We do not. That is why nmy sister offers you our hospitality, in hopes that you can help."

"W will do what we can," affirnmed Ayrlyn.

Nyl an hoped that woul d be enough, but his guts twi sted. Even the order-forged bl ades he had
devel oped woul d probably be usel ess agai nst the reputed hordes of Cyador, and he'd pledged not to
forge them because they'd nore |ikely be used agai nst Westwi nd-and his other children. He held in
a sigh, and added, "Perhaps the scrolls in the Geat Library will also help."

CGet hen ventured after a nonment of
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Zel dyan nodded politely. "How was your journey?"

"We are here," answered Nylan. "We had a little trouble with bandits in the |ower part of the
West horns. "

Fornal gl anced at Gethen, then answered, "I had thought the angels would rid-"

"Those bandits will trouble no one," Ayrlyn said. "They are all dead."

"How many were there?" asked Gethen

"Five."

"And they were all arned?"

"They had those large blades,"” said Nylan. Hi s shoul der tw nged synpat hetically.

"You see," said Zeldyan, turning her head to Fornal. "Before long there will be few bandits
i ndeed in the Westhorns."

Fornal picked up his goblet with a nod and took a deep swallow "That was the agreenent, |
believe. Wuld that Cyador were so easily handled."

"There is sone difference between an ancient |and and bandits," Gethen said snmoothly. "Any
assi stance you angels can provide would be npbst welcone, and we will talk of that after you study
the Geat Library." He smled. "How have you found Lornth?"

Nyl an got the nessage. "It seens a pleasant |and, and sonme have been nobst hospitable. . . ."

XLl

TURNI NG H' S HEAD from the dusty book, Nylan sneezed. Then, after rubbing his nose, he | ooked
toward the high wi ndows above the shelves, also dusty. The Great Library contained perhaps five
hundred vol unes-the ol der ones in scrolled form the nore recent ones in handbound vol unes. He
shook his head. Five hundred volunes for the greatest collection of witten know edge in the
entire land-and nost of it was history and nmyth, rather than an attenpt at hard science. The books
had been arranged by size and shape, not in any deeper order, and that neant at |east thunbing

t hrough each one.

The engi neer rubbed his forehead, and stifled another sneeze.

Ayrlyn had a pile of books beside her on the table and Weryl on her knee. Before long, Nylan
reflected, he should reclaimhis son

The engi neer's eyes went back to the title of the volume in his hand-Concerning the Red Shield
of Rohrn. Fromwhat he could tell froma quick skiming, the volune centered on the reputed
exploits of Rohrn-whose snmall round shield had turned pernanent red fromthe blood of various
m screants who had attenpted to elimnate Rohrn without success.

Nyl an's only problemwas that Rohrn seened to have been a thoroughly disagreeable fellow, who
killed people if they even suggested that nurder was hardly useful or noble or even, in one case,
because an ol d woman had suggested that the ancient Ceryl mght have been as great a warrior as
Rohrn. There, Rohrn had been relatively nmerciful-he'd only killed the old woman and raped her
daughter, rather than slaughtering the entire household in the nane of his honor as a great
warrior.

"How s it going?" he asked Ayrlyn as he |ifted another volune, half-nodding as he saw the title-
The Foundi ng of Fyrad and the White Lands.

"Slow. Very slow. " She set down one vol une and rubbed her nose. "And dusty. No one's read sone
of these in years."

"Probably not since they were shelved." Nylan flipped through the opening illustrations, faded
into pale outlines, and began to read.

"Sonme couldn't have been read before they were shelved,"” answered Ayrlyn. "Listen to this." She
cleared her throat. " 'So when the tine canme, and that tine was in the sumrer in the first year
after the death of Ceryl, that being also the first year after the winter when the goats' nmlk
froze in their udders, Dos betook hinself down to the marsh, and he saw the five tines five white-
| egged cranes, and each crane had a silver chain about its neck, except that the mesh of the
chains was so fine that it be like spidersilk, and so strong that not even the chisel of a smth
m ght break it, not even the hammers of Clueuntaggt...' " Ayrlyn smled. "This is one of the nore
readabl e ones."

"I know. "

"Wah- daaa?" asked Weryl.

"In a moment." Ayrlyn reached for another volume. "Do you think we'll find anything?"

"I don't know . . . hnmmm" Nyl an paused. "This is interesting." He coughed, cleared his throat,
and began to read. "Before the white ones crossed the nmighty western peaks, all the | and was
covered by the Great Forest, even unto the Wstern Ccean."
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"So what's unusual about that?" Ayrlyn frowned, trying to juggle Weryl on her knee, as she
studied the faded i nk of the book before her. "Mst places are either covered with trees or grass
or sonething. Here it was forest-pretty standard for planoforning."”

"“. . . and few indeed of the first white ones survived the Geat Forest. And those who foll owed
were woth indeed, and turned their mrrors of fire unto the mghty trees that covered the skies,
and there were ashes, and nuch of the Forest died-"

"That does seemodd," Ayrlyn admitted. "Burning an entire continent, or even a section of it
after someone went to all the effort of planoforming it in the first place.”

"How about this?" Nylan cleared his throat again. "Then the White M ghtiness wenched rivers
fromtheir courses...." He kept reading. "In tine, there were ships without sails, and wagons that
roll ed thensel ves fromone end of Cyador to the other along the white stone ways that |inked Fyrad
and Cyad, and the nultitude of cities raised fromthe ashes of the Accursed Forest." H s eyes net
Ayrlyn's.

"Anyt hi ng about how t hey worked those wagons-or the ships-:are we tal king biotech or plain old
st eanf"

"It doesn't say. It does say-" He stopped as the library door creaked open

Zel dyan, carrying Nesslek on her hip, stepped into the di mroom

"Greetings, Regent," Ayrlyn offered.

"CGreetings." Zeldyan inclined her head to each angel in turn. "G eetings, young Weryl."

"Daaa . . ." answered \Veryl.

" 0000 . . ."suggested Nessl ek

"Have you di scovered what you sought ?" asked the blond regent.

"Perhaps." Nylan held up the slimvolunme. "I just found this one, and it tal ks about the Wite

M ghti ness and great wagons that nove by thensel ves, and sone nighty weapon that |evel ed whol e
forests. The witer calls it the Accursed Forest. So far, it doesn't say much nore. Have you heard
of an accursed forest anywhere?"

Zel dyan frowned. "I do not think so. I will ask ny sire Gethen. If anyone woul d know, he
mght." She shifted Nesslek to the other hip. "How | ong m ght your search through these vol unes
take?" Ayrlyn shrugged.

"We can sift through the books today, and find the ones- if there are any-that nmight help." In
turn, Nylan shrugged.

"I couldn't say howlong it would take to study any that have detailed information. No nore
than a few days, | would guess.”

"A few days?"

"It does take time to read themin detail,” Nylan explained. "I see." Nesslek lurched in her
arnms toward Weryl, and the regent swung her son onto her shoul der before continuing. "I would
appreci ate your letting us know of what you may discover."

"W will," Ayrlyn prom sed.

After Zeldyan slipped back out of the dusty room Nylan picked up Weryl.

"Thank you," said the healer. "It's hard to concentrate."”

"I know." Nylan licked his lips. "There's another thing ... you remenber that tree dreanf"

"What tree dreanP" asked Ayrlyn. "The one where the trees were mxed with both the dark flows-
the order fields-and the white chaotic stuff?" Ayrlyn nodded.

"Well... | had it again, and it seened really inportant, alnost urgent, but |I couldn't possibly
say why."

"You think the things about the Accursed Forest are linked to your drean? That seens far-
fetched."

"I don't know. Just keep it in mind. W still haven't found anything very helpful. If this
account is true, Cyador has- or had-higher-level technology, but | can't tell if it's nyth, order-
control, chaos channeling, or steam powered |owtech."

"Myth and steamtechnology, with a bit of that white magic stuff," suggested Ayrlyn

"Probably, but let's keep looking. It can't take that long to peruse five hundred vol unes."

"It seens that long." Ayrlyn shook her head. "Modst of this is awful. Awful," she repeated.
Nyl an nodded.

XLV

THE THREE REGENTS sat around the table in the old tower room Zeldyan fed Nesslek, her chair
pushed back fromthe old and battered wooden table that held little nore than a pitcher of w ne
and three goblets. A warm breeze bl ew t hrough the open wi ndow, stirring the few ashes remaining in
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the hearth, and the dust notes sparkled in the colum of sunlight.

"I do not trust them" said Fornal lazily. "They have used the fires of heaven, but now they
say they cannot call themforth. They do not say what they can do, but they can read many tongues.
And whil e they bear those devil blades, neither has even raised one. Nor has anyone seen them do
so. "

"Wul d you that they had-as guests?" asked Zel dyan, shifting Nesslek's weight in her arns but
not renoving himfromthe breast where he nursed.

"They have the strange hair." Gethen's eyes went to the open w ndow t hat provi ded the panoramc
overl ook of Lornth, his lips pursed. "And there is a strangeness to them both."

"And to their son," added Zel dyan.

"The | eader of the angels had black hair. Perhaps the strange hair is as foreign to the true
angels as to us. We can confirmso little." Fornal swallowed the rest of the wine in his goblet.

Zel dyan lifted Nessl ek to her shoul der, hitched the | oose tunic back in place, and patted her
son on the back. "They sound as though they tell the truth.”

"No one tries to sound |like a liar." Fornal reached for the pitcher. "Were are they?"

"In the Great Library."

"What have they di scovered? Or was readi ng another skill that no one has yet seen
denonstrated?" Fornal refilled his goblet, splashing droplets of wine across the battered table.

"It would appear so," Zeldyan answered. "The silver-haired one-ser Nylan-was telling ne what
was in one of the scrolls-sonething about an accursed forest. He was nost intrigued. |'d never
heard of an accursed forest."

"The old | egends say that the forest fought the old white denons, and that the white ones bound
it behind eternal walls," said Gethen. "I'd forgotten that."

"What el se have we forgotten?" Fornal shook his head. "Did they say anything el se?"

"Ser Nylan said that they would be able to determ ne which books are inportant by the end of
the day. And to find any know edge they hold within a few days." Zel dyan paused. "There are
hundreds of books and scrolls there. Not even Terek could have read themthat quickly."

"The man bothers ne," said Fornal. "There's sonething about him | don't know He speaks well,
but fine words are only fine words."

Gethen frowned. "Did you see his hands? They are callused, and his arns, slender as he seens,
are heavily nuscled."

"Muscl es al one do not make an arnsman. Many of our better arnmsnen could chop himin two."

"I recall that nore than a few armsnen have thought the same of the angels. They are all dead,"”
sai d Get hen.

"You make the case that they are dangerous, ny sire. | subnit that a good ally is also one who
woul d nake a dangerous eneny. How far should we trust then? And how can we ensure they work to our
benefit?"

"Fornal ," pointed out Gethen, "they travel with a child, and few do so without great cause.
That al one makes them far nore vul nerable.”

The bl ack-bearded man lifted his goblet once nore. "I still do not trust them In tine, if not
i Mmediately, | worry that the angels will be our undoing. Perhaps not this pair, but certainly

those in the Wsthorns."

"That may be, nmy son, but unless we can raise nore coin and nore armsnen, we could be back
under the lord of Cyador all too soon-or unless the angels can provide us with sonme assistance."

"I wish themwell with those ancient scrolls.” Fornal |aughed. "I need arnsmen and fire |ances
or the like, not words."

"They have sone skills," said Zeldyan mldly. "Enough to destroy nobst of the arnsnen who
attacked them and to establish a presence where no others can even live. Let us see what they
of fer."

"True," added Cethen. "It will cost little enough."

"It will cost too nuch if we rely on them and they offer nothing," mused Fornal. "Perhaps we
shoul d have sonme proof of what they are.”

"Proof ?" Gethen raised his eyebrows. "You have sonething in nind?"

"I would like to spar, or practice with one of the angels. Al | have heard is runor and tale.
Then we could see firsthand." He spread his hands. "I can see no harmin it. |If they are as good
as it is said, then word will pass, and those who woul d oppose ny sister's allies will be
qui eted."

"Just spar?" asked Zel dyan

"OF course." Fornal snmiled. "Wth proof, everyone will be nuch happier when | |eave the day

after tonorrow for Rohrn."
Zel dyan frowned.
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"What harm can sparring do?" asked Fornal

"A great deal," answered CGethen, "if you provoke the angel into taking off your head."
"I would not wish to prove their abilities with my own wounds. | will be nost careful."”
"I woul d hope so," said Gethen

"As you wi sh, brother." Zeldyan inclined her head.

Gethen smothered a frowm with a cough

XLV

NYLAN SAT ON the end of the bed in the darkness, his stomach growing fromthe heavily spiced
di nner as he | ooked down at his sleeping son. "At least this way he's not up all night."

"No," answered Ayrlyn fromthe wash chanber. "He's on the go all day and | eaves us exhausted."
She stepped into the bedchanber, wearing only a thin cotton gown.

"I haven't seen that." Nylan's night vision remained as sharp as ever, if not, he reflected,
havi ng becone even sharper with practice-and he still didn't know why, except that he suspected it
was |inked to his perceptions of the fields of order and chaos that seenmed to surround everything,
i ncluding dreans of trees he'd never seen. "A gift fromthe regent."

"I like it, but I like the package nore than the wapping." Nylan eased off the bed.

"Good." Ayrlyn stepped around himand sat cross-legged on the other side of the bed.

"Are you upset at ne?" he asked.

"Dar kness no." She rubbed her forehead. "I just want to sit here for a bit. My head stil
aches."

"I"'msorry." Nylan repressed a sigh and sat back down. "It's not your fault. Mst of those
books were pretty boring." She yawned.

"A dozen books or scrolls out of nore than five hundred, and none of them say nuch except that
the A d Rationalists had enough power to incinerate a magic forest, nmove rivers, and build
hor sel ess wagons and saill ess ships."”

"Well," mnmused Ayrlyn, "the |l egends will say that you had enough power to destroy two mghty
arm es and forge magi ¢ bl ades and enchanted bows, and no one who wites themdown w |l have any
under st andi ng of what really happened."

"CGreat. Except that Cyador is still here, and not too |long ago, if you can believe Gethen, they
still had the horsel ess wagons."

"If wagons are all that's left-"

"I"mnot worried about the wagons. |I'mworried about a culture that's retai ned enough
technol ogy to keep buil ding steamnvagons.” Nyl an shook his head. "I'm not a damed chemica
engi neer. Sure, | know that | could probably conme up with some expl osives-or blow us both up-if |
could figure out a way to nake nitric acid-but for it to be useful, 1'd have to make a lot. Annies

use a |l ot of explosives. That neans an industry, and"-he gestured toward the open w ndow t hat
franed a Lornth showi ng but a handful of dimlanps-"what industry do we have here?"

"Not a lot," adm tted Ayrlyn.

"Even sinple black powder-that takes potassiumnitrate-and supposedly you can get that from bat

guano, under manure piles, or as crystals in sone kinds of soil. Seen any |lately?"
"Stop being so pessimistic," said Ayrlyn. "We'Il figure out sonething."
They had to, Nylan reflected, but he still hadn't the faintest idea what that m ght be.
"It's not all a loss,"” she added. "Legends are useful, in a way, because they tell about the

Il and and the people.”
"What about trees?" asked Nyl an
"Those dreans nust be pretty vivid."
"Not so vivid as other dreanms," he said with a |augh
"You have been deprived."

He | ooked down at Weryl again. "I'mlearning nore about parenthood. | think."
Ayrlyn took a sl ow deep breath.
"Your head still ache?" he asked.

"It's getting better."

Nyl an | ooked at her and forced hinself to take the sane sort of long, slow deep breath she had.
"So what do all these |legends tell us about Cyador?" he asked, wondering whether she had a
headache fromreading in dimlight or for some other reason

"I"d say it's a very formal, hierarchial, and alnost brittle structure. It's also stronger than
anyt hi ng el se around and has been for a long tinme. That m ght help."

"Stronger, and that m ght hel p?"
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"I'"'mguessing," the healer admtted, "but rigid societies often don't take much to topple."

Nyl an [ aughed. "I'mworried about coming up with some tool or weapon so we don't get disgraced
in handling a mnor invasion, and you' re tal king about toppling what amobunts to an enpire.”

"Way not think big?" Ayrlyn grinned.

He had to grin back

"And besides, ny head is feeling better."

Nyl an decided to worry about the wagons, the dreans of trees, and empire-toppling |ater

XLV

NYLAN STEPPED QUT into the norning-shadowed courtyard, carrying Weryl. Ayrlyn followed, closing
the heavy-tinbered door with a dull thunk that echoed in the open space between the walls.

Across the courtyard, outside the stables, were the three regents, as well as a muscul ar sandy-
bear ded ar nsman.

Fornal was inspecting one of the big blades, but handed it back to the arnmsman as he caught
sight of the angels. He stepped toward the two.

"Good norning," offered Nylan pleasantly.

"A good norning to you, ser angel. | was talking to nmy fellow regents. Some here in Lornth have
said that the angels hold their domain by wi zardry, and that they could not stand up to cold
iron," declared the bl ack-bearded man. "I would not dignify such a statement, yet in our positions
as regents, we nust act on what can be proven. It is regrettable.” Fornal shrugged. "And it
presents a ... difficulty.”

"I"'mnot certain | see the difficulty, ser Fornal," said Ayrlyn quietly. "I do recall that the

angel s have been quite successful with cold iron."

"So it is said," answered the bl ack-bearded regent. "But all we have here in Lornth are words.
Wrds are fine and necessary to us all, but our holders often find words | ess convincing than
exanple." Fornal smiled politely, then added, "And the color of the hair of those clained to be
angel s is unusual, but hair col or does not a warrior make."

"That is true," Nylan said. "W never asserted that hair col or nade an angel."

"I nyself believe you are an angel. But how am| to tell our holders and people that you are an
angel ?" Fornal shrugged. "As | said words are fair, but the holders hold to their belief in honor
and cold iron."

"Words can be nore deadly than iron if used properly."” Nylan frowned, shifting Weryl from one
shoul der to the other, and steering one of Weryl's fists anmay fromhis chin. "I take it that you
woul d feel nore easy about matters if some proof-beyond nere words-existed?"

"That woul d nake our course easier, and your assistance would set easier with those who have
| ost nuch." The younger nal e regent shrugged.

"What do you wi sh, Regent?" asked Nylan, deciding to cut through the endl ess innuendoes.

Fornal stroked his beard, alnost indifferently. "You mght call it a denonstration, sone
i ndi cation of your skill with a blade. Your blade against mne. Sparring only, of course." He
smled. "To show sone of our arnsmen your skills."

Ayrlyn's eyes narrowed, and she |ooked to the inpassive faces of Zel dyan and Get hen

"Just sparring?" asked Nyl an

"Wth real blades?" asked Ayrlyn.

"OfF course," said Fornal. "How el se?"
The redhead gl anced at Nyl an
The smth shrugged. "How el se? That's one way of looking at it... if you choose."

"That is a curious statenent, angel. How el se would one spar?" Fornal's lips curled slightly.

"W spar with wooden wands. It allows greater flexibility in teaching. W can al so can recover
frommstakes nore quickly." Nylan smiled. "When in Lornth, however, we shall do as the Lornians
do."

"That mght be for the best,"” replied Fornal. "Huruc, here, will act as referee.”

The sandy-bearded arnsman inclined his head. "As you wi sh, ser Fornal. | woul d suggest that
head bl ows be avoi ded. "

"No head bl ows," said Fornal

Nyl an nodded and handed Weryl to Ayrlyn.

"Think of himas Gerlich,” Ayrlyn offered in a |ow voice, so lowthat Nylan had to strain to
hear the words. "Ready to bend the rules to mai myou at any opportunity.”

"I got that idea," Nylan returned, shrugging his shoulders and stretching, scuffing his boots
agai nst the dusty pink paving stones of the courtyard, trying to gauge the footing. He gl anced
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around the space, nearly three dozen cubits in width between the walls of the keep and the stable,
and all in norning shadow. He woul dn't have to worry about the sun, at |east.

Finally, he unsheathed the dark gray iron blade he had forged, stepped forward and inclined his
head to the bl ack-bearded regent.

Fornal lifted the big blade and held it before him "Any time, angel."

"You may begin," said Huruc.

Nylan lifted his own blade, but did not nove toward the taller man, just waited.

So did Fornal .

"A cautious angel," said the black-bearded regent, after a nonent. "So cautious. So strange for
soneone with a reputation so fierce."

Nyl an wait ed.

Fornal took another bal anced step forward, |eading with the big bl ade.

Nyl an circled right, wi shing the snoothed | eather of his boot soles offered better traction on
the lightly sanded stone surface.

Fornal stanped a foot, dipped the big blade, and then attacked. The heavy bl ade whistled toward
Nyl an-1i ke a gray streak designed to pulp the snaller angel

As he had so nmany tines with Ryba, Nylan slid the blade aside, but nade no nove to strike,
st eppi ng back, rather than noving forward, but keeping his full senses on the other

"Ha! You nissed that chance," said Fornal, recovering the big blade and edgi ng forward again
with a half-thrust toward the angel

Had Get hen frowned? Nyl an forced his concentration onto Fornal, continuing to | et the order
field flow around him focusing on sensing and nelding with it, and letting his blade be gui ded.

". . . holds back . . . why . . ." nurnured Zel dyan

Ayrlyn held Weryl, brown eyes cold as they rested on Fornal

Fornal brought the huge crowbarli ke blade around in a tight arc, another whistling arc that
coul d have bisected the smith-except that the smaller black blade blurred like Iightning, as did
Nyl an, and his shortsword swept over Fornal's guard and sl amred the crowbar into the ground.

Nyl an' s boot pinned the big bl ade against the stone, and the shortsword was at Fornal's neck

"I think we've sparred enough, ser Fornal," Nylan said mldly.

"That was an accident."

Nyl an held in a sigh and stepped back, letting Fornal Iift the blade, know ng what woul d
happen.

The bl ack-bearded man swept the blade up and toward Nylan, trying to catch the engi neer by
surprise. For nmere sparring, Nylan reflected absently, Fornal was putting in a ot of effort
designed to kill Nylan

Even as the thought crossed his mind, the engineer was already accelerating into full step-up
He slipped around the arc of the hand - and - a - half blade, caught the crowbarlike weapon on the
trailing edge, forcing Fornal to stunble forward or |ose his weapon. Then Nyl an turned the hand -
and - a - half blade into the ground again, pinning it immedi ately with his boot. "Wzardry!"
Fornal | ooked toward Huruc, who stood with his back before the stable door. "Did you see that?"

"Ser Fornal," said Huruc ponderously. "The angel struck only your blade, nor did he throw dirt
or even spit."

"Fornal ," added Gethen firmy. "Had this been a battle, or a back alley braw, you would have
been dead three times. The angel smith is better than you are; he is quicker; and he is being
exceedi ngly generous. Were | you, | would not test his patience any |onger."

"Nor |, ser Fornal," said Huruc slowy, as if the words were forced fromhis lips. "I would not
willingly cross blades with him" A snile crossed his face nonentarily. "Unless they were wooden."
Fornal 's eyes traveled from Huruc to Zeldyan and then to Gethen. Zel dyan's eyes were cold and

green as they nmet Fornal's, and the ol dest regent shook his head.

Fornal took a deep breath and sheathed the big blade. "It appears, ser angel, that your bl ade
skills are as reputed. W are indeed fortunate to have such allies.” He beamed a broad snile that
Nyl an di strusted.

"You say that the | eader of the angels is better?" asked Zel dyan, |ooking at Ayrlyn.

"Yes. Nylan can usually keep fromgetting hit too often when they practice, but she is better."
Ayrlyn offered a faint snile.

"How many are as good as the snmith?"

"Two, " said the redhead, "but nearly a dozen are al nbst as good. Ryba is a very good
instructor. So are Istril and Saryn."

"I ambeginning to see why it mght not be the wisest idea to cross blades with an angel,"
observed Get hen

"Wyoden wands

nmused Zel dyan.
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"They are painful enough that those who fail realize their failures,” Nylan said dryly, "but
they also allow the better blade-handler to use full skill w thout as nuch restraint."

" Hunmmpphhh . " munbl ed Fornal, barely | oud enough for Nylan to hear

Nyl an turned. "Ser Fornal, perhaps blunted bl ades are better for those of Lornth, who have | ong
experience in handling such massive weapons, but the angels have had success in training those
| ess experienced with the wooden wands. Each force nust find its own way." The engi neer eased the
short sword into the belt scabbard, al nost awkwardly. He still preferred the shoul der harness.

"Well said, ser Nylan," offered Gethen quickly. "Traditions and skills rest on | ong experience,
and what works on the Roof of the Wrld may take |onger to effect in Lornth."

"Fornal ," said Zeldyan clearly. "W need to tal k about your trip. Wwuld you join ne in the
t ower ?"

"I thought-"

"The tower would be better," Zeldyan insisted. "Do acconpany mne, brother dear."

"I'f you would, Fornal," added Gethen, "I will join you both nonentarily, after | talk to

Qui sanek about the roan."
Zel dyan took Fornal's arm and the two started back toward the keep proper. Huruc vani shed into
t he stable.

"Ser Nylan . . . you looked disturbed," said Gethen as the ol der nan approached the snith. "You
are scarcely the painting of an elated contestant. M ght | ask why?"

"I don't care for fighting," answered Nylan. "It is often necessary, but |I don't have to like
it."

The ol der regent nodded. "I like that answer. Lord Sillek would have liked it as well. You are
ol der than you appear, | suspect."

"I couldn't say how old I look." Nylan shrugged, al nbst enbarrassed.

"Li ke a young man, perhaps in his early twenties."

"I"'m a decade beyond that," the smith admtted. "I thought as nuch. You have the | ook of a man
who has seen too nuch death, the bored skill of self-preservation and the contenpt for those who
see glory in fighting." Gethen offered a wy smle. "W ol der ones nust stick together to keep the
youngsters fromkilling thensel ves off before they learn that fighting is both necessary and evil

And, of course, we can never nmention that in any public place, where sone fool will trunpet that
we are cowards and not honorable.” Wth another wy snile, Gethen nodded and turned toward the
st abl e.

"Interesting,” said Nylan.

"Very," added Ayrlyn. "He feels honest, all over. So does Zeldyan."

"Fornal doesn't."

"He probably wants to be lord, rather than just a regent." Ayrlyn shook her head. "He's a fool

You were gracious there at the end. I'mnot sure | would have been," she said as they wal ked
toward the rear of the courtyard.

"Gaaa . . . dah," added Weryl, thrusting a chubby fist toward Nyl an.

"l wasn't good enough to nake the fight | ook better,” rmused Nylan. "I didn't want to huniliate

him but when his pride is touched, he's as dense as a stone tower. Relyn was like that to start."

"All of themare, except the older man," replied Ayrlyn.

"Huruc seens to have sone sense, too," offered Nyl an

"That's because he's no lord."

Nyl an frowned. Now he had to worry about an offended regent, although it didn't seem as though
he'd been given much of a choice. Then again, ever since they' d | anded on this inpossible world,
it didn't seemlike he'd had nuch in the way of choices, except trying to find the | east damagi ng
of a range of bad alternatives.

XLVI |

THERE | SN T ANYTHI NG here.” Nyl an cl osed the book and set it on the table, his eyes straying to
the wi ndow and the white and puffy clouds that dotted the green-blue summer sky. "Nothing but
runors and inplications, and none of those are very clear- except that a group of noble wonen once
fled, and there was a | ot of power involved once in creating Cyador. And that sonehow, there was a
magi ¢ and evil forest.. . and may still be."

"I"'ve read a lot in a lot of |anguages, but |'ve never cone across a forest that was treated so
much like ... an entity."

"Entity?" asked the snith.

"Wadah, da-da?" asked Weryl, tottering on both legs, while holding on to the side of the big
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bed' s f oot board.

The engi neer stood and pushed the straight-backed chair fromthe witing table, then retrieved
Weryl's cup fromthe sideboard that served as their neal table when they had not eaten with the
regents. "Here you are."

"You know. The North Forest of Sybra-the poets say it's desolate . .. cold . .. terrible
but the dangers are fromthe yellowats or the wind that sucks away life. The rain forests of
Svenn-there it's the same thing. People talk about the knife Iizards or the wal ki ng snakes or the
rhombats. Here ..."

Weryl took the covered cup, sat down on the hard stone floor with a plop, and slurped water
fromthe spout, ignoring the streamthat dribbled around the edges and out of his nouth.

"I't's as though this Accursed Forest were alive?" asked Nylan after deciding to let Weryl slurp
and dribble as he pleased for the nonent. "lIsn't that just |owtech superstition?"

"I don't think so. Besides, why are we both getting repetitive dreans about a forest, a forest
filled with both order and chaos?"

Nyl an wasn't sure he wanted to think about it. "So we have to go off and fight an eneny that we
don't know that cones froma |and where there's a nmagic forest that no one understands that's
sendi ng us dreans?"

"We don't have nuch choice," said Ayrlyn, shaking her head as she watched the silver-haired boy
drink. "Do you think so?"

"Probably not, not unless we want to turn into fugitives unwel come anywhere."

"So we'll go with Fornal and see what happens at the mines. Maybe we can figure out nore as we
travel . "

"The whol e business is shaping up as a ness,"” said Nylan. "Sillek | ost nost of the disciplined
arnmsnen on the Roof of the World, and Fornal is one of those types that distrust all strangers.
And I'mcertainly not one of his favorite people- not now Yet we're stuck with him He isn't
going to want us to go with him™"

"He's only one of the three regents,’

"Whi ch one?"

"CGethen," said Ayrlyn. "Zeldyan has al ready stuck her neck out for us, and Fornal was ready to
kill her when she hustled himout of the courtyard." Ayrlyn paused and frowned. "She was trying to
keep himfrom maki ng a conplete public idiot of hinself, and he didn't even see it."

"Some of us nen don't." The engineer, his eyes half on Weryl, stood by the open w ndow, where
the hot afternoon breeze-bearing an unfanmiliar fragrance, a conbination of |enon, mnt, and
reisera-ruffled his hair.

"Shoul d we approach Gethen right now?" Nylan carted Weryl into the bath chanber.

"There's sonething a snith told ne about forging while the coals are hot." The heal er grinned
as she followed him

Cleaning Weryl didn't take that long, and in tinme they stepped out of their chanber into the
stone-wal | ed i nner corridor of the keep

The inside hall was stuffy, and hotter than their chanmber by far. Nylan was danp all over
within a dozen steps toward the old part of the keep where he hoped to find the ol dest regent.
Gethen wasn't in the old tower, nor in the arnory. They did find himin the stable, beside the
stall of a roan, talking to a square-faced but spare man w th thinni ng mahogany hair.

Whufff. . . uuuufff. . . The big horse thunped against the side of the stall, edging away from
the regent as he stepped into the stall, followed by Gui sanek

Nyl an and Ayrlyn retreated to the shadows near the front doors, waiting not exactly silently,
since Weryl continued to murnmur, but far enough away fromthe two nen that Nyl an hoped they
woul dn't seemtoo intrusive

The odors of horses, straw, clay, and manure drifted up around them as they stood waiting.

A sandy-haired figure appeared and bowed. "Good day, angels. Your nmounts are doing well, K"
Mert hek. "l persuaded Edicat-he's the farrier-to reshoe the one mare, not the chestnut." The
stabl e boy grinned. "Told himhe could charge the nerchant types nore by telling them he'd shoed
an angel nmount. He growed at nme, but he did it."

"Thank you," Nyl an said.

"I didit for her, too, ser angel," Merthek pointed out. "She is a good nmare, and deserves
solid shoes." He paused. "Surely not just concern for your nounts brings you to the depths of our
stabl es?" The boy wrinkl ed his nose suggestively.

"Your stable is far cleaner than nost,"” Nylan said.

Mert hek gave a short bow. "Master QGuisanek insists upon it... but still-"

"W were waiting for ser Gethen," said Ayrlyn.

"He be talking with Guisanek, about the roan." Merthek shook his head. "The stallion linps, and

Ayrlyn pointed out. "So we ask one of the other regents."

sai d

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (93 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:38 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2004%620-%20T he%20Chaos%20Bal ance.txt

they find nothing. Edicat knows it lies in the pastern, but he can do nothing. W have no aninal
heal ers here." His eyes flicked toward the stall where Gui sanek and Gethen still studied the
stallion's front leg. Then his voice |owered. "W had three w zards, and not a one could help a
mount. Ch, they could cast fire and nmurder . . . and when all's said what good be that?"

"No good," answered Nylan, "but sonetines necessary."

"There be nothing... ser Gethen." Guisanek's voice drifted toward the angels and Mert hek.

The stabl e boy bowed again to the angels and slipped away.

"He m ght make a good stable naster some day," said Ayrlyn.

"He's too practical and caring,” Nylan answered.

"Cynical man."

They both stepped forward as Gethen strode away from Gui sanek. "Good day, Regent Gethen."

"Good day, angels." In scarred working |leathers that could have passed for those of a
stabl emaster, Gethen surveyed the three. Then his eyes narrowed, and he focused on the redhead.
"They say you are a healer. Can you tell nme what ails the roan?"

"I can | ook," Ayrlyn responded.

"Cone then," said Gethen

Nyl an fol |l owed Ayrlyn, and Gethen frowned but said nothing as he turned back toward the stall.

Ayrlyn stood by the stall for a nmonent, and Nylan could feel the waves of cal mess radiating
fromher before she slipped up beside the roan stallion

The redhead ran her fingers across the roan's pastern. Even Nylan could sense the chaos there,
and nodded. She stood and | ooked at him "The two of us .. ."

Nyl an set Weryl on a pile of straw. "Stay right here.”

" Da?"

"Here," the smith said firmy, before he slipped into the stall.

As they knelt beside the injured forefoot, Nylan let Ayrlyn control the dark order flow while
they channel ed the chaos fromthe hoof.

Sweat beaded on Nyl an's forehead al nost imrediately in the closeness of the stall, and his nose
began to itch.

After a tinmeless period, they finally rose to their feet. Ayrlyn steadied herself on the stal
wal |l for a nonent. "Horses are big." Her voice was | ow

"Makes it hard, even when the infection's small," Nyl an agreed.
Ayrlyn patted the roan's shoul der, and the stallion whickered, tossing his head only slightly.
"You'll be all right, fellow, " Nylan added, before easing out of the stall

"A way with nmounts you have,
in days."

"The hoof will be tender for a day or two, | think," Ayrlyn told Gethen, "but he should stop
I'i mpi ng before long."

Nyl an reclaimed Weryl, blotting his forehead dry with the back of his forearmto keep the sweat
fromrunning into his eyes.

"That is all?" Gethen frowned. "All you did was stand there and touch his fetlock."

"There was an infection-chaos-where the bones net. | don't know what caused it, but it should
heal now. " Ayrlyn offered a faint smle, then wi ped her forehead.

"I do not claimto understand your ways, angels, but we shall see." Gethen's lips tightened.

"W have a request of you . . ." Nylan offered as Gethen glanced toward the keep

"What might that be, ser angel ?" Gethen's voice was neutral

"We have studied the scrolls and books in the Geat Library, but they offer little insight into
the ways of Cyador," Nylan admtted. "There are tal es of what night have been, but no
expl anations. To help you, we need to learn nore. W thought it mnight be best if we acconpanied
Fornal on his expedition to the mines."

"You woul d acconpany Fornal to fight the Cyadorans?" CGethen's eyes wi dened. "And | eave your son
behi nd?"

"I hadn't planned to | eave him ser Gethen. | had hoped to beg your indulgence for the | oan of
a forge to craft a seat that would fit behind ny saddle.”

"The | oan of a forge and fire m ght be acconplished, but children do not belong in the fray."

"Where el se would he be any safer?" asked Nylan. "W wouldn't think of |eaving himdays away.
An angel's child? In Lornth?" The smith wondered if he had gone too far, but he kept his |ips
firm

The gray-haired regent stroked his beard, but said nothing.

Nyl an and Ayrlyn waited.

Then Get hen shook his head. "Tines are such . . . many would wi sh you had not cone. Like young
Sillek, you ask the questions few would dare voice. Not asking such does not nake them vani sh. You

CGethen said, glancing at the redhead. "He has not been so quiet

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0Recluse%2004%20-%20The%20Chaos%20Balance.txt (94 of 258) [5/22/03 12:29:38 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%2004%620-%20T he%20Chaos%20Bal ance.txt

learn that with gray hair. Sone of us do, anywi se. Qthers cling to the unspoken old ways like to a
broken nmount, fearing to change horses, even as the old horse falters." He paused. "Sonme of us
talk too much without answering the questions put.”

The ol der regent frowned. "There will be cooks and wagoners

. who could al so assist the healer here ... it mght be done."

"What mi ght be done?"

"I will have a wet nurse who can al so help you, healer," said Gethen. "O both of you. You are
both heal ers, are you not?"

"Ayrlyn's better,” Nylan said. "She has nore experience."

"The smith is stronger," the redhead added. "That's why we work together."

"So you are warriors, scholars, and healers. And you are a singer, and he is a snmith. Wat
other talents lie hidden?" snorted the ol dest regent.

"I can't think of any," Nylan admtted. "Except a knack for getting people upset when | don't
mean to."

"Sonehow, | have found that a wi despread trait - fromthose who have done nothing to those who
have done everything." Gethen shrugged. "Since doing anything or nothing upsets people, it is
usual ly better to do sonething, if only for one's own self-respect." The ol dest regent gave a wy
smle. "And then they all call your self-respect putting on airs."

Both angels could not help smling slightly.

He shrugged. "One wet nurse

"Times change, and | will change nounts as | can, hard as it seems." Gethen |ooked at Nylan. "I
will talk to Husta, the holding smth, and you may borrow such as you need. | also will speak to
Zel dyan and Fornal." He shrugged. "I amonly one of three regents, but I would hope Fornal would

see fit to use both your experience and your bl ades."

"Thank you." Nylan inclined his head.

"I suspect thanks be nore due you two," Gethen answered. "Few benefit by riding against the
white ones, or even nearing them" He nodded. "And if you can craft a saddl e seat for your small
one, Zeldyan night ask | eave to have you craft one for her.”

"I would be pleased to do so ... if |I can make it work," Nylan said.

"You make things work, angel. O that | have no doubts." Gethen nodded agai n.

Nyl an wi shed he were as sure as Gethen - or even half so sure.

XLVI ]

NYLAN GLANCED QUT fromthe tower to the west. The thin clouds obscured the sun just enough that it
was a gol den ball hanging | ow over the green fields beyond the river. "W haven't heard anything."
"Matters of great inport," replied Ayrlyn ironically, "take tine to settle, usually over wine

or strong spirits late in the evening."

"Ooooo . . ." offered Weryl froma sitting position by Nylan's feet, where he pawed at the
sandy dust that had drifted up in the angled space where the stone bl ocks of the tower floor mnet
those of the parapet.

"I hadn't thought that letting us fight their battles for themor volunteer to help train or
what ever-woul d be a natter of great inport,"” responded Nylan. "It's not as though Lornth is
exactly overflowing with trained bl ades."

"Ooo, da," concurred \Weryl.

"Lornth is not exactly filled with Iove for angels, either, and it's pretty clear that the
hol ders have sone consi derabl e influence over the regents.”

Nyl an nodded, recalling that those hol ders had apparently forced the late Lord Sillek into his
ill-fated expedition agai nst Westwi nd.

The sound of hurried feet on the stones of the tower steps rose froma nmurmur to a whisper-
sl appi ng rhythm Then a young wonman, bl ack hair bound into a | oose braid, burst out into the
orangi sh afternoon light. Her eyes darted fromNylan to Ayrlyn.

"Heal er! Please, it be young Nesslek."

Ayrlyn | ooked to Nylan, then back to the bl ack-haired young wonan. "Nessl ek? The regent's son

what ?"
"They say it be a fever." She shook her head. "It be nore- chaos fever-like as killed ny Accra.
Please ... go to her. Go to the Lady Zeldyan afore it be too late."

"She sent you?"

"I did not wait to be sent.™

Ayrlyn gave Nylan a wy snmile. "It's nice to be needed for sonething."
Nyl an scooped up Weryl and hoisted the boy up to his shoulder. "Lead on."
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Despite the wonan's urgency, the smth forced hinself to take the narrow stairs carefully. The
illness mght only be a fever, but even if it weren't, there was no benefit to anyone if the woul d-
be heal ers crashed down the treacherous and narrow stone steps.

Then, too, what exactly could they do? Localized infections caused by wounds were one thing,
but Nyl an wondered about a systemic infection. He'd been | ess than spectacul arly successful in his
one attempt-Ellysia had died, and he hadn't been in the best of shape for days afterward.

"This way," urged the wonan, turning and scurrying down the dimhallway toward the end of the
keep that held the apartnents of the regents.

Still carrying Weryl, Nylan approached the guards, Ayrlyn matching him step for step

The bl ack-haired worman halted before the guards. "The angels are heal ers, and the Lady Zel dyan
has need of them™

The two guards in green-trimed purple tunics exchanged gl ances, one | ooking to the blades at
t he angel s' wai sts.

Nyl an gl anced down. "Ch . . . sorry. W hadn't planned to be here."
Ayrlyn unsheat hed her bl ade and extended it, hilt first, then took Weryl as Nylan foll owed her
exanpl e.

The heavy-set guard, now hol ding two shortswords, |ooked puzzl ed.

"Announce them" ordered the thinner guard.

The heavy guard rapped on the door. Miffled words issued from behind the heavy dark wood.

"The angel healers are here."

After a noment the three-panel ed carved door swung open, and a dark-bearded form stepped out
into the corridor. "W have no need of angel healers.”

"Your pardon, ser Fornal," Nylan said. "W did not wish to intrude, but we were sunmoned."

'"There is no need-"

Zel dyan slipped out besi de Fornal

"Lady." Nylan bowed his head.

"I did not summon you, yet..." the regent began, her blond hair disarrayed-the first tinme Nyl an
had seen it so. Her eyes went to the bl ack-haired woman. " Syl eni a?"

"Your Grace ... it be the chaos fever." Sylenia bent her head. "I know. | know. "

"I't be nothing," snorted Fornal. "The boy has but an unpl easantness. |t happens to nmany young

folk. It will pass. These matters do."
For a | ong noment, Zeldyan surveyed Fornal, the angels, the hallway, the guards, Sylenia, and

finally Weryl.
"Ahhh?" asked the boy.
Zel dyan smiled faintly. "Angels . . . you may enter. Sylenia, you wait here with their child.

If it be chaos fever indeed, he should not enter."

Nyl an slowy eased his son into Sylenia's arns. "You be good." He couldn't dispute the validity
of Zeldyan's point, especially in a culture without any real nedical technol ogy- but what was he
doi ng in exposing hinsel f-and Ayrlyn?

"He will be fine." Sylenia beamed down at Weryl. At her smle, the puzzled | ook on the boy's
face faded into a wary acceptance.

Fornal scow ed at Zel dyan. "Be you sure?"

"Fornal, Nesslek is ny son. Angels, if you would follow nme." Zeldyan turned, and the two angels
followed the blond regent into the sitting room Nylan nodded to hinself at the quiet |uxury-the
mat chi ng and cushi oned arnthairs, the carved game or informal dining table, and the heavy purple
and green carpet, worn enough, yet still thick, to indicate its age and consi derabl e val ue. Beside
the base of the candel abra was a mal achite and silver hairband, Iying there as if dropped or
tossed carel essly.

"He is in the snmall bedchanber," the regent said, crossing the roomand easing w de the already
ajar door. "Al'l children have their illnesses." Zeldyan paused. "Heal ers are for wounds and cuts,
not for fevers and the fluxes within. Those healers | have known, they bl eed and m x potions, and
it mtters not." The regent | ooked at Ayrlyn. "You would not cut or bleed hinP"

"Bl eedi ng? Wiy do... no. Never"' the redhead added nore strongly.

Nyl an shook his head as well.

Nessl ek lay on his back in the ornately carved bed of dark polished wood, his breathing
| abored, and his small forehead danp and fl ushed.

Even from cubits away, both angels could sense the white ugliness of chaos and infection

Nyl an knelt beside the snall bed, his fingers going out past the silklike pillowase with the
green and purple enbroidered edging to the forehead of the fevered child.

"Definitely sone sort of infection-"

"No antibiotics, no anti-inflanmmtories .

whi spered Ayrlyn.
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"This is tough . . . like the stuff that got Ellysia."

Ayrlyn w nced.

"Maybe we can ... he's small,"” Nylan said in a | ow voice, all too conscious of the regent
standi ng behind them

"W can."”

Nyl an wasn't quite so sure, but could sense Ayrlyn's determi nation. So he extended his
perceptions, trying to ignore the regent, the ornate carved furniture, the woven carpet under his
knees-frying to twist the chaos in the small figure, turn it sonehow into order. The sweat beaded
on his forehead, his chest, his back, the danpness soaking through his clothes as he struggl ed.

Ayrlyn's hand touched his, adding sone of the cool black order to their struggle, but the white
ugl i ness seened to be everywhere within the boy, with the dissonant redness of chaos shi mering
dul Iy, unseen.

Nyl an wi ped his forehead with the back of his forearm

Al t hough Nessl ek breathed nore easily, Nylan knew that respite was nonentary, as it had been
with Ellysia. They had done nothing to reach the cause of the infection.

"Rest for a nonent," Ayrlyn suggested.

Zel dyan backed up a step, but continued to watch, her eyes noving fromher son to the healers
and back again. "He's better, isn't he? Isn't he?"

"For a bit, lady," Ayrlyn said gently. "W've gained sonme tine, but we need to do nore."

That much was true . . . but what?

For sonme reason, Nylan thought of trees, trees clustered in an ancient grove, surrounded and
infused with an incredi ble depth of order-and of chaos al nost as deep. Wy? Wiy trees, for
darkness's sake? He knew he'd never seen that grove.

Then he shrugged to hinmself. As seened to be the case all too often in Candar, he was left with
going with his feelings and senses, not his engineering-honed |ogic.

"What ?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Trees," answered the smth cryptically. "Order. Patterns.” Wuld it work? Wio knew, but what
he'd been doing hadn't worked with Ellysia, and it probably wouldn't work with poor young Nessl ek

He closed his eyes and tried to replicate the patterns, the flow of dark and light, trying not
to eradicate that white chaos within the child, but to twist the flows, to contain the chaos
within order, within the dark fields. As he struggled again, he tried to ignhore the
i mpossibilities, the feelings that everything was an el aborate illusion, that he m ght be just a
fraud . . . but he kept ordering ... and struggling ... and patterning ..

And beside him so did Ayrlyn.

In the end, they | ocked order over chaos, fragilely, gently. And after that |lock, a different
dar kness rose up and brought them down.

XLl X

YOU BRI NG ME a nessage such as this?" Lephi | ooked down fromthe white throne at the aging and
bal di ng figure.

"I bring what was witten." The white w zard bowed.

"What use is a white wizard if he cannot contain the Accursed Forest? Wiy should | cosset and
coddl e you and your kind if you cannot even retain that nonstrosity within its ancient borders?
Now . . . even the wi zard you have provided ne sends nessages, rather than face ne."

The figure in white robes did not respond, but nerely waited.

"No one will face me. Am| so terrible? Tell me, ancient Triendar. Am| so terrible?"

"Thenphi is not here, Your M ghtiness, because he spends all his efforts to contain the
Accursed Forest. Should he leave Celiendra, it would spread ever nore rapidly." Triendar bowed
again, and a strand of wispy white hair drifted across his forehead, hair alnpst as white as the
shimering tiles on which he stood.

"He dare not |eave? Then why did no one notice the power of the forest rebuilding? That is your
task, is it not?"

"It is, and we are sending the young wi zards to assist Thenphi, those who are not already

assigned to the Mrror Lancers, the sea watches ... or the fireship. You have |laid many tasks on
few of us."

"You did not answer ny question." Lephi glared at the ol der w zard.

"Until it occurred, Your Mghtiness, there was no increase in the power of the forest."

"How coul d that happen?"

"Do you recall, Lord of Cyador, when we told you of the surge of white power that cane fromthe
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West horns last fall?"

Lephi rubbed his chin and squinted. "That | recall vaguely."

"W believe that power hel ped the forest subvert the wards, but the dark forces were sly, and
did not show their renewed mght until the spring growi ng season. W did not sense the forces,
because, until now, there were no new forces." Triendar bowed yet again

"There were no forces? Then from whence cane the white blasts fromthe Wsthorns?"

"W know not, save by runor and gl ass. The gl ass shows a dark hold, a small hold, on the Roof
of the Wrld, and the runors fromthe traders tal k of dark angel s who have pushed back the
barbari ans. ™"

"Pushed back the barbarians? That takes little skill. Nor to build a small hold on a nountain-
as if any would choose to live there willingly. Talk to ne not of distant and tiny holds." Leph
snorted and stared at Triendar

The white wizard waited silently.

"Come! \What is your advice, ancient one?" Lephi finally asked. "Do | send every spare | ancer
and foot conpany, and every white wi zard to Celiendra? Just because a forest has decided to grow
outside its boundaries? Just because of runors of dark angels on di stant nountains?"

"I'n the ancient books, and in the tablets of gold, it was witten that the wards would not | ast
forever, not even until twenty generations. Yet it has been nigh on thirty generations since the
white walls were laid and the wards set, and the Accursed Forest has abided."

"I know mmy history. Tell me what you advise."

Tri endar nodded. "Let us provide the w zards, and you a few nore conpani es of foot. Thenphi has
beaten back the side of the forest that would threaten Cyador, alnobst alone. W will contain the
forest."

"And the wards?"

"Those were from beyond the heavens, and we cannot rebuild or replace them" Triendar shook his
head slowy. "W are having difficulties, as you know, with the chaos-engines for the fireship,
and we have the plans for those.™

"Let us not speak of the fireships. W nust have themto teach the coastal traders a | esson
And the eastern barbarians. For too |long, the people of Cyad have let their heritage |apse into
| azi ness and dust. It will not continue." Lephi took a perfuned towel and daubed his forehead. "I
suppose this nmeans that we must fight the forest each year from henceforth."

"Yes, Your M ghtiness."

Lephi's hand jerked as if to summon the arrows of light, but, instead, he lowered it, the
gesture inconplete. "Find ne a better solution, Triendar. There nust be a better solution.”

"We will seek such, Your M ghtiness."

"Best you find it. You nay depart."

Tri endar bowed and wal ked slowy across the shimrering tiles.

L

NYLAN WOKE | N t he bed he shared with Ayrlyn, danp cloths on his forehead. Hi s head throbbed, but
he nearly bolted erect. "Nesslek?" H s voice rasped, and his eyes burned at the early norning
light. Wasn't it norning?

"He'll be fine," said Ayrlyn. "You al nost weren't."

"\What about you? You were there with ne." Nylan could sense nore pain in the wi de bed than
could be his alone. "How do you know?"

"Sylenia's been in and out with Weryl. She was in charge of getting us dragged back here and
laid out."

"How s Weryl?" Nylan closed his eyes, resting his head in his hands. Everything he wore
snell ed. Was healing getting nore difficult?

"He's fine. She fed himand kept himlast night.” Ayrlyn shifted her weight on the bed and
eased a pillow behind her back. "You need sonmething to drink. You' re dehydrated."

"What about you?" he asked again, opening his eyes for a nonent, then closing themat the
glare. Slowy he lifted the danmp cloth off his forehead, and laid it over the edge of the carved
headboard. He squinted into the md-nmorning light. His nose felt dry, and dusty, and the nurnurs
of voices fromthe courtyard bel ow and outside the roomseened to rise and fall, rise and fall.

"My head aches, and | feel |like several horses rolled on ne." Ayrlyn lifted the mug and drank
then extended it to him "Pardon me, but 1'd rather not get up and pour another."”

The smith understood. He took a | ong swallow, |eaving sone water in the nug and returning it to
her. There was a gentle rap on the door. Ayrlyn and Nyl an exchanged gl ances. He started to turn to
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put his feet on the floor, but the roomseened to tilt as he did. "My balance is better right
now. " Ayrlyn handed himthe nmug, then eased her way onto the stone floor and wal ked slowy toward
the door, each foot placed carefully one before the other

"Not much ..." murnured the smth. Still, Ayrlyn seened to have greater resilience in
recovering fromexcesses in dealing with the order fields that perneated Candar, certainly greater
recuperative powers than he did.

"Yes?" asked Ayrlyn, before opening the door. Zeldyan slipped inside the room the malachite
and silver hair band in place, her garments fresh. Only the circles under her eyes marred the
i npression of perfection. She inclined her head to Nylan, then to Ayrlyn, who had propped herself
up on the back of one of the chairs.

"No one has ever healed a child of the chaos fever. You are angels.
bright. "Life balances. You took my consort, and you saved ny son."

"W woul d not have taken your consort " Nylan rasped, stifling a cough, and trying to ignore
t he headache that resenbled a battle axe cleaving his skull

"No, nmage. | know that. He knew that. He was forced . .. into that battle. Had he rul ed | onger
he m ght have avoided it." Zeldyan smled sadly. "Were things other than they are ... we al ways
hope, but they are not. This tinme, you were there, and Nesslek is already better, and drinking."
She paused. "This took all your strength-fromtwo of you?"

"Pretty much," Nylan admitted

"I will not trouble you nore, but | would thank you both." Her eyes went to Ayrlyn. "In tine,
all Lornth may be grateful.™

"We're glad Nesslek's better,” answered Ayrlyn.

Nyl an nodded i n assent.

"So aml. So are we all." Wth a wide snmle, the regent inclined her head. Then she opened the
door, and slipped out.

"It's hard to believe." As the door thudded shut, Ayrlyn sat in the chair, heavily, with a deep
br eat h.

Were her | egs shaking? Did that nean she just exerted nore willpower? Nylan felt al nost
ashaned. Ayrlyn had to be hurting as nuch as he was, or nore. They'd shared the energy drain.

"What ? That he's better, or that it took so nuch out of us?" asked Nyl an.

The regent's eyes were

"Bot h. "

"I tried just as hard with Ellysia. It didn't work. This tine, you were here, and it did." He
closed his eyes for a noment. It didn't really help. H s head still pounded. He opened his eyes.

Ayrlyn frowned. "1'd like to think that was the difference, but it wasn't. You handl ed the

order flows differently, sonmehow. "
"Di fferent how?"

"It was as though you weren't forcing things . . . weren't fighting them..." Ayrlyn | aughed
softly. "You said sonething about trees."
The tree images . . . how woul d they have hel ped? He renenbered, vaguely, the feel. "I tried, |

think, not so nuch to push out the chaos, but to wap order around it, to contain it."”
"It felt different,"” Ayrlyn repeated

Had that been the difference? He rubbed his forehead. "Feel |ike road dung under a wagon-"
"Have some nore water. You're still dehydrated."

"So synmpathetic you are.”

"Heal ers hel p those who hel p thenselves." Ayrlyn grinned, crookedly. "I hurt, too." She rose

slowy and lifted the water pitcher fromthe table, edging toward the bed.

Sone wat er splashed on Nylan's hands as she refilled the nug, but he had enough sense to keep
his mouth shut, and to start drinking.

Still ... he wondered about the trees and the business of binding chaos. He shivered as he
swal | owed, al nost choki ng.

"Careful . . ."

Did he have to be careful in everything? In every little thing?

"Probably," said Ayrlyn

He stifled a sigh, carefully, then swallowed nore of the water he needed.

LI

WE MEET AGAIN." Fornal glanced around the tower room pacing fromthe table to the open w ndow and
back again. "Have we new infornmation? | need to be on the road if we are to gather forces and stop
the white ones."
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"There is a good chance that the Cyadorans will seize the nmines before you reach there," Gethen
said deliberately, fingering the goblet on the table before him

"Yet you did not bid ne hasten? Mght | inquire of you your thoughts on this?" Fornal's words
were al nost | anguid under his cold eyes.

Zel dyan gl anced down at Nessl ek and shifted himin her arns, cradling hima shade nore
possessi vel y.

"Zel dyan had sone ot her pressing concerns,"” Gethen offered nmldly. "Besides, were you at the
m nes, you woul d be dead, and for no purpose.”

"You feel that the white denons' forces will be overwhel m ng?" asked Fornal

"Were you at the mines before the Cyadorans, as regent, you would be bound to defend Lornth,
even to the last man, and neither the holders nor your honor would | et you act otherwi se. W do
not have the forces to withstand the massed forces of the white ones." Gethen sniled ironically.
"In attenpting to reclaimthe mines, however, you may use any stratagemyou w sh, so long as it
kills whites and proceeds toward reclainng our |ands."

"Do you think the holders will see ny delay as self-preservation or as w sdon?" Fornal pursed
his |ips.

"No one woul d expect you to depart without the nost arnsnmen you could raise." Gethen extended
an armtoward the wi ndow. "Even the nost honor-bound of holders. And you, certainly, are
consi dered honorabl e and direct."

Fornal |aughed. "You find my methods too direct, mnmy sire?"

"Often directness is laudable. Sonmetines it |leads equally directly to disaster. Wsdomis
knowi ng when to be direct and when not to be." Gethen gave a twisted smle. "And sonetines, events
do not allow wi sdom At the nonment, we have the tine to exerci se wi sdom"

"You suggest that we may not always have that |uxury." Fornal paced back to the window "Sillek
did not," said Zeldyan bluntly. "Before |long, we may not either, sister." Fornal paused and | ooked
at CGethen. "How do you recomrend | use this ... luxury?"

"I woul d suggest that you set up a garrison in Kula. The white denons will not risk their
entire force once they hold the mnes, but will try to raid and | evel the countryside. You could
depl oy your nen to reduce their nunbers with each raid. You can continue until you can retake the
m nes." Gethen held up a hand. "I have talked with the angels. They will acconpany you. Use the
angel s as much as you can. They boast of their training-give themthe |east trained and see what
they can do-always in situations where their failure cannot affect you."

"I ama plain man, and | cannot use fancy words to explain. | cannot make people believe white
is black or black white. I mstrust the angel s-or what they portend-and | cannot explain why. |
know what | feel." Fornal turned to the tower wi ndow. "Yet their blades are sharp, and they can
kill white denobns." He touched his beard. "All the sane, | fear nixing angels with arnsnen wl|
bring no good."

"You avoid mixing them" Gethen pointed out. "G ve themthe riskier tasks."

"What of their child?" asked Zel dyan

"They will have the child with them" Gethen answered.

"I would have offered to take care of him" the bl ond regent said.

"Ser Nyl an asked for the loan of a forge to nake a seat for the boy-one that would fit behind a
saddl e. "

"And?" said Fornal, an amused smile on his |ips.

"l asked Husta to accommodate him and to |l earn how good a snith he is, and anything el se he
could."

"At times, ny father, you are as cunning as a serpent, and at others ... | do not understand.
How can the angels be other than useless with their child riding with thenP"

"I thought they should be able to bring their blades in support of you. As you say, those
bl ades are sharp and deadly. Secora's daughter Sylenia will ride with themas a wet nurse. She
al so has sonme experience in dressing battle wounds."

"That woul d hel p." Zel dyan sm | ed.

"l suppose the armsnmen woul d wel cone nore healers, especially far fromLornth." Fornal nodded.
"But what of the safety of the wet nurse? W have few enough arnsnen."

"You have cooks and wagoners-and do you really think that your arnsnen will touch the nursenaid
of an angel-or live if they did?" asked Gethen. "And the angels will fight nore fiercely if their
child is with your force. \Wat happens to himif you are overrun? Do you see how fierce your
si ster becomes in defense of Nesslek?"

Fornal's smile broadened nonentarily, then vani shed.

"They will neet you in Rohrn in less than an eight-day. Their efforts in saving Nessl ek have
exhausted them and the snith has not been able to forge yet."
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"Do you believe that such healing was necessary? | would not wish any ill for Nesslek, but how
do we know"

"Fornal ," interrupted Zel dyan, "have you known any child to survive chaos fever?"

"Then it may not have been that." The bl ack-bearded man's tone was casually careful. "As |
said, | wish the best for Nesslek, but after all the destruction the angels have created, you nust

pardon ne if | amnot fully trusting of their aims."
"I't was chaos fever." Zeldyan's eyes flashed.
"Then we are bl essed, and can thank darkness for his deliverance,

Fornal added smoothly. "Yet,

I still caution against trusting conpletely those of whom we know so little."
"W will see."
"That we will, sister, and | hope nost deeply that your insights are correct, as so often they

have been. Pl ease pardon my caution, but one cannot undo a blade in the back, and the angel s have
shown no great affection for Lornth in the past."

"Then keep them before you," said Gethen

"I will, ny father. That | will." Fornal shrugged. "And | pray that their blades will bring
down many of the white denons.”

"I will send the angels with the force fromthe keep here," suggested Gethen. "As we know, they
are warriors. Let us see what they can do in training the worst of your force." Gethen sniled.
"You | ose not hing."

"Except tine and men."

"Even then, you win." Cethen shakes his head. "If they are successful, then you take the credit
for giving themthe opportunity and testing untried techniques on a small group.” He paused. "If
they, fail, you point out that you were giving themevery opportunity in a way that jeopardi zed
the fewest arnsmen.”

A smile cracked Fornal's face. "That would work. | can appear generous no matter what. | can
even say that the failures got two chances, and that will blunt sonme of the levies' nutters." The
smle vani shed. "Yet what we have | earned so far troubles me." Fornal |ooked toward the two
others, then lifted his hands. "They are warriors and heal ers and scholars ... and a singer and a
smth. Does it not seemstrange that two so skilled arrived when we need so nuch?"

A faint frown crossed Gethen's brow. "I have thought on that. They heal ed Nessl ek, and they
heal ed the roan's foot. The flame-hair said it would be a day or two before he stopped Iinping,
but CGui sanek came over to tell me that he seens totally healed." Gethen paused. "Still, they are
heal ers, and that will help you."

"Wzardry ... how do we know it will last?" nused Fornal

"Everything they have done so far has |l asted," said Zeldyan. "Everything." She shivered, and
her green eyes were deep as they fixed Fornal's.
Slowmy, slowmy ... he | ooked away.

Get hen nodded to hinmsel f, alnost inperceptibly.

LI

AFTER LEAVI NG AYRLYN with Weryl, Nylan slipped out of their chanber, glad that the cool ness of the
ni ght before remained into the norning, and down the stone steps and out into the courtyard.

He foll owed the sound of the hamrer to the southwest corner of the keep, where, against the
outer walls, rested a small square building beside a snmall open gate. Although the gate woul d be
necessary for deliveries of charcoal and iron stock, he reflected, there was no guard at the
smthy gate. Was the lack of guards a reflection of the high esteemin which the regents were held
or a reflection of the sad state of the arnsnmen and the treasury of Lornth-or both?

The angel snith turned fromthe gate toward the sounds of the hamrer and anvil. A battered and
unpai nted sliding door was pull ed open, revealing the snmthy inside, where the snmith and his
striker already worked. For a tinme, Nylan watched the burly smth. Wth shoulders as broad as a
wi ne barrel and arns like tree linbs, the smth's hamer seened nore like a toy in his huge fist
as he forge-welded a ring together on the anvil horn.

The odor of hot netal, quench oils, and forge coals drifted around Nyl an, and he rubbed his
nose gently as he wat ched.

Abruptly, the dark-bearded smth set the hanmer aside, used the tongs to place what | ooked |ike
a harness hane ring on the forge bricks, and nodded to the striker at the bellows. Then he stepped
away fromthe anvil and toward Nyl an.

"You be the angel ?" His voice was high-pitched, surprisingly for such a big nan

"That seens to be what everyone calls ne," Nylan admtted. "I'm Nyl an."
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"They say you're a smith. |I'mHusta. Regents asked if I'd mind Iending fire and an anvil."
Husta inclined his head and grinned wyly. "No smith likes to be told. But they been good to ne."

"I had to learn it alone,” Nylan said. "I'm probably a poor snith, conpared to you."

"Got any work?"

Nyl an | ooked around, then eased out the blade. "I had to do weapons, nostly."

Hust a extended his huge hand, then touched the bl ade, studied it, and slowy shook his head.
"Be not three nmen in all Candar could match that." He grinned. "You use the dark forces and the
fire, do you not?"

Nyl an nodded.

"An honest nmge. One who doesn't mind using his hands." Husta | aughed. "You be doi ng bl ades
her e?"

"No. It's an idea | told ser Gethen about, and he said he would talk to you."

"Aye. He did." The burly man shook his head. "Good man, and |ucky we are that he be one of the
regents. Sure be w shing that poor Lord Sillek had lived-talk was he didn't want to fight the
angel s, begging' your pardon, ser Nylan. But those stiff-necked holders . .. they worried about a
bunch of women on a nountaintop. Ha! My Cethany'll have told "emnot to mess with 'em she woul d.
Wonen are tougher than nen nost ways, even if they can't heft a big blade or a hammer." Wthout a
pause in his words, Husta nodded at Nyl an, notioning himtoward the striker who stood by the great
bellows. "Corin, this is the angel snmith. Wrk the bellows for himlike you would for ne, 'less he
tells you otherwi se." Husta glanced at Nylan. "That be all right?"

"That's fine, and | appreciate the help." Nylan stripped off his shirt.

Husta gestured to an old | eather apron hanging in the corner. "Use that. Od, but it stops
sparks. "

"Thank you." Nylan hung his shirt on the peg fromwhich the apron had cone.

"I'f you do not mnd, angel, |I'd lief watch as you work."

"As you pl ease,"” Nylan answered pl easantly, know ng that, once again, he faced some skepticism

Husta grinned, not unpl easantly.

Nyl an wandered over to the dark inside corner where the rod stock was heaped, then | ooked at
the scrap bin. For a nonent, he stood in thought, trying to assenble nentally what he had in mnd
Finally, he selected a |l ength of the narrowest stock. "This-and perhaps sone cuts fromthe scrap
pl ate there-they should be enough."

"Lord Cethen pays for the stock. So |ong as you waste none, it's no nmatter.'
agai n a hi gh-pitched sound.

The silver-haired smth nodded and pointed to the hamrer. "M ght | use that, or would you
prefer | use another?"

"Use it you may, and | thank you for asking."

Nyl an nodded and hefted the hammer, fractionally heavier than the one he had used on the Roof
of the Wirld, though not by too much, then set it down while he set out the rod stock beside the
anvil and found a pair of tongs. He | ooked at Husta.

The big smith nodded, and Nyl an took the tongs, using themto ease the first section of rod
stock onto the coals.

Once laid on the forge coals, the iron heated quickly-at |east conpared to the finished bl ades
and hi gher-tech alloys he had been working. Wth the tongs he slipped the cherry-red rod onto the
big anvil and, using firmstrokes of the hanmer, began to fuller it into the thinner strips he
woul d need, sensing the grain of the nmetal and the tiny fluxes and the unseen white shimers that
told of impurities and weaknesses. Conpared to what Nyl an had used on the Roof of the Wbrld, the
smith's stock was soft iron

Hust a | aughed,

"See . " bell owed Husta to the striker. "He's worked out that bubble there. Have to learn to
know the netal, like a |lover, know where the hidden rough places are. You can see if you | ook hard
enough. "

Nyl an al nost felt guilty, because he couldn't see half of what he sensed, and clearly Husta had
|l earned to use his eyes far better than Nylan. The angel smith held back a shrug. He had to use
what senses and skills he had, and. he was gl ad he had t hem

Still, in three heats, he had the first long strip rough-finished.

Three nore finished the second, and another three the third. "Ah . .." Husta cleared his throat
and gl anced at the sky. Nylan blotted his sweating forehead with the back of his forearm and
| owered the hamrer. His eyes took in the lack of shadows, and he realized it was nearly m dday.
Had he been working that |ong?

"Wuld you join us for bite?" asked Husta. "Bread and cheese, and sone al e-and pal e sausage-
meat stuff, not that blood crap.”

"I'd be pleased." After setting the hanmer aside, Nylan had to blot his forehead again. In the
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conparative heat of the |owlands, sweat seened to flow fromevery pore of his body- and it was
spring, not sumer. "Over here."

The bi gger man hoisted a | ong bench out of the back of the smthy and set it in the shade
outside. "Cool er here. Can see you're used to a col der place."

"The Roof of the World is a lot cooler," Nylan adnitted. Husta poured the pale liquid into a
tin mug, then into a wooden cup. He handed the cup to Nylan. "Good ale. Got it from Gherac for
sone piping. Pipes are a friggin pain."

The angel smith nodded. He hadn't even tried something |ike piping, although he supposed he
could. It would involve bending thin sheet around a rod or cylinder, not that difficult conpared
to ensuring that the welds were tight.

"You work hard," the big smth said. "Good rhythm too. Got to have rhythmin this craft."”

Nyl an took a sip of the ale, which was surprisingly cool and bitter, and sat, straddling the
end of the bench clearly reserved for him

"He strikes hard," observed Corin, as if Nylan were not present, as he pulled up a battered
stool. "Wwuldn't think it, but he never stopped.”

"Good smiths don't be stopping, Corin, except when they choose. And plenty of smths |I've seen
aren't all that big- good ones, too. MKkersa, he wasn't even up to ser Nylan's shoul der-seens
strange that a smith be a warrior, too, but like no one's seen an angel smith." Husta took a | ong
pull fromthe battered nug, then shoved the platter fromhis end of the bench toward Nylan. the
silver-haired man broke off a chunk of the dark bread, then used his belt dagger to carve off
slices of sausage and cheese, alnpst creating a sandwi ch. He wol fed through three bites, then
al nost | aughed. He'd forgotten how nuch energy smithing took, especially when he'd barely
recovered fromthe costs of healing young Nessl ek

"He eats like a smith, not |ike sone fancy lord!"

"They all call him'ser,' " pointed out Corin.

Nyl an shook his head. He was really closer to the professional armsnen, those who were
officers, than to the lords of Lornth, if he equated his past position in the UF. A to the

equi val ent in Candarian society. . "You look thoughtful, ser Nylan," observed Husta.
"I was thinking," he admtted. "I was nore like ... | don't know. . . there's nothing quite
like it here . . . but someone who | eads a special kind of armsnan. | certainly wasn't a lord."

"They call him'ser, Husta continued," 'cause he's a right good bl ade and a nage. Huruc told
me he pinned Lord Fornal's blade twice so quick that Fornal couldn't believe it."

"I's that true?" asked Corin.

"Unfortunately,” Nylan nunbl ed. He took anot her nmout hful of cheese, sausage, and bread. The
headache he had ignored was begi nning to subside.

Corin glanced to Husta.

"It's risky showing a lord up. If you don't, you could get hurt, and if you do, they don't
forget."

Nyl an nodded. The big smth had that right.

After he went back to the forge, Nylan had to hot-cut the strips and then bend and wel d the
framewor k together- quenching it in sections. That took nobst of the afternoon, and Husta watched
and puttered, watched and puttered.

In the end, Nylan still had to nmake the equivalent of two lowtech cotter pins, and punch four
holes in the attachnment brackets. The pins took alnost as nmuch tine as the bracket, and he had to
fish one out of the quench tank when it slipped out of the tongs.

By the tinme the sun hung just above the walls, what he had was a cantil evered framework that
needed to be covered with leather or cloth or both, forge-welded all the way around. Rivets would
have been faster, but he saw none, and nmaeki ng them woul d have taken ot her stock, and he stil

wasn't so proficient as he would have liked in making small itens.
"Ni ce work," said Husta. "Snooth, but | cannot see its use."
"Once it's covered in leather or cloth, I'lIl fasten it to a saddl e-one of those with a high

back." Nyl an sketched with his hands. "That way you can carry a child too snall to ride, but too
big to carry."

"Don't know as nmany woul d want that-except you and the regent. They say she's loath to | eave
her son-and she likes to ride. Mdst folks would use a wagon or a carriage."

"Wagons don't go everywhere," Nylan pointed out.

"They go everywhere | want to go," laughed the big nan. "People who ride end up in bad places."

Nyl an hadn't thought of it in such a fashion, but Husta was probably right about where riding
often | ed.
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THE THI N, LONG FACED young woman | ooked down at the pink floor stones. "Lord Gethen said you
needed a nursemaid for your son. He and nme, we got on well enough while you were ill." A gust of
hot air fromthe open chanmber w ndow fluffed her shoul der-l1ength black hair, drawing a strand
across her left eye, but she nade no nove to brush it back

"You did," said Nylan. "You were good to him and | appreciate it. W are |ooking for soneone
toride with us and to take care of Weryl. It won't be all that easy, not like it was here." Nyl an
paused. "Do you ride?"

"Yes, ser. My father, he works for Edicat, and they let nme ride when | was a girl."

The engi neer suspected that it hadn't been that |ong since Sylenia had stopped being a girl,
al t hough some wonen | ooked girlish forever. He reclaimed Weryl fromthe brass-bound chest where
the boy tottered on unsteady |egs, holding hinself erect with one hand on the brass handle at the
end while trying to step away.

Nyl an carried his son over to the young wonan. "Wuld you |ike Sylenia to be your nursenaid?"

Syl eni a raised her eyes to the silver-haired boy and sniled. "A handsone child."

"You | ost a child?" asked Ayrlyn. "That was Acora?"

Syl eni a nodded, then added slowy. "My girl. Only child."

"Are you sure you want to do this?" asked Nylan. "It's a long ride to dynya and the copper
m nes. "

"I am at your bidding, ser." The slightest of shivers passed over the thin girl.

"Sylenia," said Ayrlyn softly. "You are under our protection." Her voice turned dry. "Such as

it my be."
"Lord Gethen ... he said none of the soldiers-"
"They won't," Nylan affirnmed.
"He said you were both mighty warriors . . . and that you would not |eave your child behind."

"That's true."

Syl eni a | ooked at Weryl again, solemly.

". . . aaaahhh-raaa . . ." Weryl gurgled and sniled, thrusting a chubby hand toward the dark-
hai red woman. ". . . aaahhh ..."

Nyl an stepped closer to Sylenia, and Weryl's fingers brushed her cheek, exploring with a
gentl eness that surprised his father

"I would . . . take care of him. . . like ny owm," the dark-haired woman said, her thin
fingers touching Wryl's. "Could . . . I?"

"Ahhh . . . daaa . . ." interjected Weryl, squirmng in Nylan's arns.

"Leaving Lornth . .. ?" began Ayrlyn.

"I would as soon leave Lornth for a tinme." Sylenia's words were firm

"Good. That seens to be settled,” Nylan said. "W won't be leaving for a few days, but it m ght
be better if we arranged sone tines for you to spend with Weryl and to show you how we do sone
t hi ngs. "

"As you wi sh." She inclined her head.

After Sylenia finally left, Nylan closed the door, then set Weryl back by the chest. The boy
promptly grasped the hand-tarni shed handl e and pulled hinmself erect. "Daa-da!"

"Yes, you're standing, and it won't be that |ong before you' re running everywhere." He shook
his head slowy as he turned toward the wi ndow, gazing out to the southwest. Cynya and the copper
m nes |ay there-sonewhere-and so did the white troops and Cyador

"She's basically sweet," Ayrlyn said, "and she likes children."

"She's been ordered into being Wryl's nurse or whatever," said Nylan, after a nonent.

"That's obvi ous. "

"Zel dyan and Get hen, you think?"

"I'"d suspect so." Ayrlyn shrugged. "They're not happy with Fornal ."

"And they can't do anything about it?" Nylan blotted his forehead. He al ready was sweating all
the tinme, guzzling Iiquids, and was generally mserable with the heat-and everyone told himthat
sunmer hadn't really started. He could hardly wait.

"What ? Zel dyan's a wonan, and no one in this culture thinks nuch of wonen as | eaders. She's
only a regent because she's Nesslek's nother, and because her famly is strong. Gethen would be
the |l ogical candidate, fromwhat | can figure, to be the lord if anything happened to Nessl ek, but
since Nesslek's his grandson, that sort of balances. But. . . Fornal would be heir if Nesslek
died, and that neans that any effort Zeldyan and Gethen made to get Fornal off the regency counci
woul d be viewed with skepticism Besides, they can watch himnore closely if he is a regent-"

"And that's where we cone in?" asked Nylan. "W're supposed to keep himout of trouble?"
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"Sonething like that."

"It's never sinple, is it?"

"Death's the only sinple thing, and it usually | eaves behind a ness for the living."

Nyl an smiled wyly. "You're so cheerful. Accurate, but so full of good cheer."

"And you're not?" She grinned at him

"Daaa!" added Weryl. For a nmonent, he looked like Istril, and Nylan swal |l owed. Was this how he
was protecting her son? By taking himinto danger? Except who el se could protect himbetter?

Ayrl yn nodded.

Nyl an shrugged.

LIV

GETHEN ROSE AS Nyl an and Ayrlyn approached the table in the small dining room Zeldyan, wearing
yet another tasteful green and gray outfit, smled. Her blond hair was perfectly in place, held
there by another hair band, this one of silver and nmal achite. Foll owi ng Gethen's gestures, Nylan
seated Ayrlyn directly across the circular table, covered in a pale green linen, from Zel dyan
then took his seat across from Gethen, with Ayrlyn to his right.

Two tw n-branched candel abra provided the |ight, and, thankfully, the snmall hearth was cold,
and the high rear wi ndows were open, providing a |ight breeze.

Nyl an hoped Weryl and Sylenia were getting along, but he was glad for sone tine when neither he
nor Ayrlyn was worrying about his son. He took a slow deep breath as he settled into the straight-
backed chair at the table.

"The wine is one of Father's best," Zeldyan said brightly. "The brown pitcher."

Nyl an took the hint and poured sone for each of them although he had to |ean forward and
stretch to reach Ayrlyn's goblet.

"This is very good," the redhead said after her first sip

"Thank you," answered the ol dest regent.

"Excel l ent," added Nyl an.

Two serving wonen entered with the heaping platters of food. Nylan could snmell the spices
bef ore they reached the table.

"Wntermint all-curry,"” Zeldyan said with a smile, "and no quilla tonight.'
father. "Next tinme."

The gray-haired Gethen sm | ed back

One of the serving wonen returned with a basket filled with two hot | oaves of dark bread,
fueling Nylan's suspicions that the all-curry was spicy indeed.

"You | eave tonorrow?" asked Gethen rhetorically. "Along ride, as long as riding to Rulyarth."

"The port?" asked Nylan politely.

"Such as it be," said Gethen with a |augh.

"Father, you are too nodest." Zeldyan turned her head to Nylan. "My sire has practically
rebuilt the entire port, and city, and we could not survive wi thout the revenues fromthe traders
there. The Suthyans are jeal ous." She shrugged. "But they neglected the port when they held it, in
favor of Armat. Now they w sh they had not."

"Lord Sillek-he acquired the port?" asked Ayrlyn.

"He had little choice. Lornth was beset on all sides. Ildyromthe |ord of Jerans and the
grassl ands to the west-had established a fort just across the river from dynya. The traders were
squeezi ng us because they controlled all the ports, and..." Zeldyan gave an enbarrassed snile
"That be history."

"Zel dyan speaks truth," continued Gethen. "Lord Sillek needed security and coins. He drove the
Jeranyi out of the grasslands west of Oynya, and then was successful in taking Rulyarth. He had
hoped that the revenues from Rul yarth and the expanded trade woul d strengthen Lornth." GCethen
paused and took a sip of wine. "They did, except that the older holder famlies insisted that he
take on Westwi nd before Lornth was strong enough. Both Karthanos of Gallos and Il dyrom sent
t housands of golds to support the Westw nd canpai gn, and nade sure the ol der holders knew it."

"I't sounds as though they forced Lord Sillek to overreach hinself," Nylan said.

"Everyone only wanted himto do the honorable thing." Zeldyan's voice was overly sweet.

CGet hen cl eared his throat.

"W are sorry . " began Ayrlyn. "It nust be painful

Nyl an recal l ed his specul ati ons about Sillek-that the nman had been too decent for his own good
and forced into an inpossible situation. It appeared those specul ati ons had been closer to truth
than he had realized. Was trying to be good, decent, and even-handed always a fornula for failure

He gl anced at her
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i n government? Ryba woul d have said so.

"We cannot change the past," Zeldyan said, "even if it be painful."

"The future be the question,"” CGethen added.

"Do you know where the Cyadorans are?" Nyl an asked, his fingers on the goblet.

"The white denons have taken the mines," Gethen said, "as | thought they would. W received the
message yesterday from Fornal in Rohrn. He wites of his concerns. They crossed the Grass Hills
and brought nore |ancers and foot than have been seen in Lornth in generations."

"I believe I'd be concerned also,"” said Nylan. "Did they bring any of their horsel ess wagons or
anything |ike that?"

"No. They brought no strange devices, not that our scouts have reported." Zel dyan served
herself sone of the creany curry, filled with chunks of neat, before passing the platter to Nyl an
Then she broke off the end of one |oaf of bread and passed that.

Nyl an's eyes watered fromthe aronma of the curry as he served hinself.

"How are you finding Syl enia?" asked the ol der regent.

"She seens very nice," answered Nylan. "She and Weryl get along."

"You woul d not consider leaving himin nmy care?" asked Zeldyan. "I would treat himas nmy own."
"You are nost kind," Nylan said, "but who knows how | ong we will be wherever we end up?"
"I understand." Zel dyan nodded. "I do not like leaving Nesslek. | amglad | amnot in your

boots." She turned to Ayrlyn. "Have you any ideas how you m ght assist us in renoving the white
denmons?"

"Well," answered the redhead, with a slight laugh, "since it appears unlikely they will |eave
voluntarily, we'll have to find a way to make |ife unpleasant. That usually neans a better way to
sl aughter people. | don't look forward to it."

"For people reputed to be so warlike, you seemto dislike killing," said Gethen.

"Most people respond only to force," Nylan said. "That's the way it is, and I'd be a fool not
to accept that. | don't have to like it."

"That is why you are so dangerous." Gethen shook his head. "That is why Sillek would have been
a great lord."

A faint snmile crooked Zel dyan's lips.

"Perhaps he was," suggested Ayrlyn. "Mst great |eaders die before their greatness is known, or
they're hated while they' re alive because they want to change things."

An awkward silence settled over the table.

"How effective has Fornal been in raising armsnen?" asked Nyl an, abruptly, breaking off another
chunk of the dark bread, and refraining fromw ping his danp forehead.

"He will have twenty score in levies, and a quarter of that nore in true arnsnmen," said Gethen

"And how many Cyadorans are there?" asked the engi neer

"We do not know for certain, but between five and ten times that nunmber." The gray-haired
regent smled grimy. "That is why we had hoped you night help."

Nyl an nodded. Gethen didn't want hel p; he wanted divine intervention, and Nylan hadn't the
faintest idea of howto get it, only that he and Ayrlyn had to figure out sonething.

He glanced to his right and saw Ayrlyn nod, ever so slightly.

"I't could be an interesting year," she said quietly.

CGet hen and Zel dyan exchanged gl ances, before Zeldyan lifted the brown pitcher. "Wuld you |ike
sone nore of the w ne?"

"Alittle," answered Nyl an

"Pl ease,"” followed Ayrlyn

The smith took another sip, wondering how a land that could create such good wi ne had gotten
itself in such a ness.

LV

THRAP!

In the gray light of predawn, Nylan |owered the w de-bl aded razor he was using to shave and
gl anced over his shoul der toward the bedchanber, catching sight of Weryl. The boy stood and held
on to the brass-bound chest, rocking his weight back and forth as though he wanted to take a step

"Ah dah dah ah . . ."

A slight breeze stirred the room bearing the odor of danp grass and the slight fragrance of
some unknown flower-both sharp in the air cleaned by the night's thunderstornms. A snall puddle of
wat er | ay beneath the open w ndow.

Thr ap!
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"Can you get that?" he asked.

"I"mthrowi ng somet hing on, master of the bath chanber,

"Sorry. Do you want ne . "

“I'11 get it."

At the sound of the door opening, Nylan Iifted the crude razor to finish shaving, concentrating
on not slashing hinself. He finished as quickly as he could and washed hastily, trying to ignore
the cock with the off-key crowing that seened perched on the wall directly bel ow their open
Wi ndow.

"Zel dyan sent these up with breakfast,"” Ayrlyn said as Nylan stunbled fromthe washroom She
hel d up trousers, shirt, and tunic, all in dark gray. "There's a set for ne as well. They seemto
be to our neasurenents."

The smith shook his head. "Wy now?"

"So we couldn't exactly refuse. It also reflects on the regents, | suspect, if we're poorly
clothed." Ayrlyn offered a tight smle. "I'"msure we'll pay for the garnents."

"You would put it that way." Nylan lifted the trousers and slipped them on

"They do fit nicely," Ayrlyn observed. "I |like themon you."

Nyl an fl ushed.

By the time they were dressed, had wol fed down the eggs and cheese and sl abs of sonething Nyl an
hoped was ham and had all their gear in the appropriate bags, the edge of the sun was peering
over the eastern horizon, casting a flat glare into the room

"Huruc did say dawn," Ayrlyn said.

"We're a little behind.” Nylan hoisted saddl ebags into his arns, trying not to get them caught
on either his shoulder harness or the hilt of the blade in his waist scabbard.

"Not so that it would matter. In case you haven't noticed, this isn't the nost punctual of
cultures.”" Ayrlyn reclaimed Weryl fromhis exercises with the trunk

"No exact tinepieces," observed Nylan, struggling toward the door, then waiting for the other
t wo.

"It's hard to make anything exact in a lowtech culture.”

As Ayrlyn opened the heavy door, Sylenia rushed down the stones of the corridor toward them On
her back was a thin pack, but she also wore new grays, trimred with purple, unlike those of Ayrlyn
and Nyl an.

"Ch, sers, let ne take Weryl."

"Be ny guest," said Ayrlyn

"You | ook so handsone this norning,
will think so."

"Not too soon," said Nyl an

"You don't want to stop lugging himaround?" asked Ayrlyn as they started down the steps to the
courtyard door.

"That woul d be nice, but |I've noticed that the older children get, the nore probl ens they
have. "

"Since you've never had children before, that has to come fromyour own upbringing." The fl ame-
hai red angel shook her head. "I pity your poor parents."

Horses and their riders milled around in the shadows of the courtyard as the three adults and
Veryl nade their way toward the stables. Nylan dodged a fresh horse dropping, slipped slightly on
the danp paving stones, and jarred Ayrlyn's arm "Sorry."

"Wal ki ng i s hazardous to your health here," she said wyly. "Just about everything is."

Mert hek was waiting just inside the stable door, with the four horses lined up. "I have your
nmount s saddl ed, sers, but | didn't know about the seat." H's head went to the | eather-covered
framework by his feet.

Nyl an shifted the bags in his arms. "I'll attach it to ny sad-die, but it works better after
the saddl ebags are in place-one set anyway. The others will go on the gray."” Nylan had drilled
holes in all three saddles-his, Ayrlyn's, and Sylenia' s-so that Wryl's seat could be noved from
one nount to the other, as necessary. Weryl faced backward, seeing where they had been

After setting Weryl in the seat, and fastening himin place with the wide | eather strap, Nylan
st epped back and asked Ayrlyn, "How does he | ook?"

"Happi er than when he was in the carrypak."

"I think I'Il be happier, too."

"You nean you don't want to fight off bandits with your son strapped to your chest?"

Syl eni a, wearing her new | ong-sl eeved gray shirt, glanced fromNylan to Ayrlyn, and then to the
array of arnmsnmen mounted in the open space of the courtyard to the north of Huruc.

Nyl an swung into his saddl e, then checked the shoul der harness, before |ooking to Ayrlyn and

snhapped Ayrlyn.

the nursemai d cooed at the boy. "One day all the girls
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Syl enia. As he did, the purple-cloaked Huruc rode slowy across the danp stones of the courtyard.

"Are you ready, angel s?" asked the burly arnsman. "W're ready," answered Nyl an.

Huruc gui ded his nmount across the paving stones, each step clicking and echoing fromthe keep
walls. "If you do not mind, we should ride at the head of the colum."

Nyl an flicked the dark brown nmare's reins, urging her after Huruc. Ayrlyn eased the chestnut
besi de Nyl an, and Sylenia, seated easily in her saddle, followed. " get that nag noving,
Nuorr!™

inline ... know where you belong! Keep it that way." Nylan | ooked back over his shoul der
at the still-shadowed walls, whitish-pink and splotched with irregul ar patches of noisture from
the night's rain. Neither Gethen nor Zel dyan had appear ed.

Again, Nylan noted, there were four guards in gray and purple at the gate to the keep. Wile
the four stood stiffly as the colum noved past, none |ooked up. Slowy, slowy, the colum
cl opped out the open gate and turned southward, away fromthe river, back along the road that had
brought Nyl an and Ayrlyn to Lornth, less than a handful of eight-days earlier.

LVI

THE THREE OFFI CERS renmi ned nounted, watching on the hillock, as the engi neers struggled belowto
lift walls around the mining canp, each wall a ranpart of earth piled between walls of stone. A
deep pit gaped on the eastern side of the canp, where stones were being mned. Only the wall
facing the road to dynya had been conpleted, and it rose |less than six cubits. Qher engineers
wor ked on the additional earthen-walled barracks.

"I don't like it," nmuttered Captain Azarphi. "They all just scattered, not a single arrow "

"You want arrows." Captain M atorphi |aughed. "W'Ill see them soon enough. Wiy do you think we
need barracks and not tents?"

Maj er Piataphi did not take his eyes fromthe horse teans that dragged stone boats full of red
earth fromthe back side of the hill.

"What do you think, Mjer?" asked Azar phi

"I'"ll be happier when we're dug in properly."

"Maybe we shoul d keep the locals busy," suggested M atorphi

The maj or nodded. "According to the old maps, there's a town a half day west of here. It's
called sonething like Derlya. Take a detachnent and scout it out." The majer paused, w thout
| ooking at either officer, then added, "You, Azarphi."

"There are a couple of hamets closer than that, small places," ventured M atorphi

"You take care of them" answered the najer. "Not personally. Send a force leader with a few
scouts to each, but try not to be seen.”

"Those miners, they didn't even know we were coning," repeated Azarphi. "They ran, |ike no one
had told them" He shook his head, squinting slightly against the bright norning sun.
"You asked nme what | thought," said Piataphi abruptly. "I don't like it either. Those Lornian

barbari ans, they had to know we'd send a force. Their nessages were stalling for tinme."

"You think they're headed this way with lots of those hal f-assed warriors?" asked Azar phi

"Not yet. They were stalling, and that nmeans they need tine. It also neans they think they can
do sonmet hing. W need to know when they're coming and fromwhere." Piataphi turned in the saddle
to face Azarphi. "Try not to let them see you."

"What can they do, really do?" inquired Matorphi. "Very little, if we set up our base right
and carry out His Mghtiness's orders. That is, if we're careful, and | intend to be very
careful . "

LVI |

THERE BE ROHRN, " announced Huruc.

Nyl an's eyes followed the arnsman's gesture, although he had to squint into the sun that hung
low in the western sky.

Rohrn | ay where the river forked, a town perhaps three-quarters the size of Lornth lying on the
west side of the western fork, rather than on the triangle of land forned by the fork. The eastern
fork seemed barely a third the size of the western branch, but the road led to a bridge over the
eastern fork and then across the triangle to a second and | arger stone bridge across the |arger
fork to Rohrn itself.

"Daaaa . "

At Weryl's senmi-words, Nylan | ooked at the road ahead, not quite nuddy, but slippery in places
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fromthe previous day's rain, and at the gentle slope down to the first bridge. Deep ruts filled
the center of the road, and the riders all took one shoulder or the other.

The road had followed the east side of the river all the way fromLornth, if often nore than a
kay or nore fromthe river itself, because of the frequent marshes and swanps, at tinmes even
climbing the low hills east of the river to avoid the wetlands beside the water.

As he rode down toward the eastern fork and the snaller bridge, Nylan noted that thickets and
low trees bordered the narrow strip of brown water fromthe fork all the way back to where it
vani shed into the rolling hills to the southeast.

Huruc reined up at the approach to the bridge and turned his nmount. "You |l ead 'em across,
angels, if you would."

"Al'l right." Ayrlyn nodded, as did Nyl an

The tinbered bridge was perhaps six cubits wide and al nost a hundred cubits long, with |og
piers planted at each end and on each side of the actual stream It had a pl anked roadbed and a
single railing on each side, scarcely sturdy enough to halt a running horse or a heavy cart. The
thi ckets bel ow the approach rose fromthe streanbed to nearly the height of the waist-high
railing, and only the center of the span, that part over the water itself, was clear of flanking
growt h.

Nyl an urged the mare onto the planks, and her hoofs clunked on the wood.

"Two abreast," ordered Huruc, from behind them as the arnsnen neared the span. "Mre spaces
bet ween your nounts. Two abreast. Not so close."

Even with the spacing, Nylan could sense the bridge flexing as they neared the far side. No
wonder the chief armsman wanted them spaced out.

Nyl an drew up short of the second bridge, a wi der stone span, with two stone piers anchored in
the river itself. Despite the rai sed causeway approach to the eastern side, the bridge stil
sl oped slightly upward to the bluff on the western side where it entered the city.

As he waited for the rest of the colum to cross the first bridge and for Huruc to arrive, the
engi neer noted that the center section of the |arger span, between the piers, also had a pl anked
roadbed and wooden side walls.

Rohrn seenmed to be a trading town, with a scattering of enpty wharves on the western side of
the river, just north of the stone bridge. Part of the bluff had been terraced to allow access to
the wharves. Myst of the town sat on a bluff a good ten cubits above the river. The river was
flowing nmore fully than normal, Nylan could see, because the bushes and trees on the eastern side
were partly subnmerged in the churning browni sh water, and the water on the western side | apped at
the top of the wooden piers.

"Da . . . wahdah, wahdah," called Weryl from behind the saddle.

"Yes, there's water there. Lots and lots of water." Nylan turned his nount to watch the |ast of
the arnsnmen cross the first bridge, followed by Huruc.

Anot her face caught his eyes-a brown-haired and burly man who appeared to be a squad | eader

The subofficer | ooked at Nylan and smled. "Ser angel, | did not think to see you bearing arns for
Lornth."
"Stranger things have happened,” answered the smth, still trying to wack his brain for the

other's identity. "Tonsar," whispered Ayrlyn.

"You want to fight the Cyadorans, Tonsar?" asked Nylan, glad for the rem nder from Ayrlyn.

"I would not say that it's sonething anyone would wi sh." Tonsar grinned. "My boys and ne, we
will do our best."

"Just make sure you do," runbled Huruc as he rode up. "Lead on, angels. Two abreast."” The force
| eader gestured toward the second bridge. "Just followthe main street to the other side of the
town. The barracks are there, but |I'lIl catch you before you get that far."

The near-setting sun beat right into Nylan's eyes as he urged the mare onto the bridge. The
echo of her hoofs reverberated fromthe paving stones of the approach and the first section of the
bri dge proper.

He | eaned toward Ayrlyn. "Thank you. | knew he was the one who escorted us to Lornth, but |
just couldn't renenber his nane."

"Tonsar? Who woul d never let it be said that he slaughtered a fam|ly? And you coul dn't renmenber
that ?" Ayrlyn grinned.

"No," said Nylan sheepishly. "I never was good with nanes. | guess |I'mstill not."

The mare's hoofs thudded on the planks of the bridge's center section, then clopped again on
the stones on the far side, where Nyl an headed down the fractionally w der street that seened to
| ead toward a square a few hundred cubits westward.

Rohrn was a smaller version of Lornth, with a scattering of buildings constructed of the
pi nki sh granite, and the others of stone and pl astered-except that Rohrn seemed ol der, with
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patches on the plaster. Nylan guided the mare around a |long series of potholes that dotted the
cracked paving stones of the main street, some of which were deep enough to hold stagnant water.
The houses, sone shuttered and some unshuttered, were plaster-finished in various shades of white,
tinged pink by the red dust and gray by age.

A nosqui to whi ned out of the shadows cast by a shuttered house, and Nyl an brushed it away,
still squinting into the |ow sun

"There's a square ahead," Ayrlyn observed.

Nyl an nodded and turned at the sound of faster hoofbeats to see Huruc squeezing his mount past
the left side of the col um.

"Be not long now," said the arnmsnaster as he reined back his nmount and took a deep breath.
"Hate riding narrow streets."

Three worren in brown trousers, with baskets at their feet, watched fromthe porch of the
chandl ery as Nylan and Ayrlyn led the columm into the square.

" sad sight... old man and a wonman leadin' Lornth ... and a child behind them. . . sad it
be ..."

"... ser Gethen, mayhap ..."

" say he's a big nan, and that old fellows not that big ... Gethen's bairns ... al
growed ..."

Nyl an snorted. "If I'mnot a wonman, then I'man old man."

"I know better."

"So do I," said Huruc.

A charred signboard swung froma chain before a burned-out shell that m ght have once been an
inn. Large clunps of browned grass, interspersed with pale green stens, grew around the base of
the enpty stone pedestal in the square.

Rohrn had clearly seen better days, but Nylan said nothing as Huruc trotted up

"You can see the barracks ahead," announced the head armsnman.

The space between the houses w dened, and then there were no nore houses, but an open field.
The ground before the barracks was churned nmud, as was the soil inside the large corral to the
right of the stable building. The corral held nore than a hundred nounts. The entrance to the
stabl e had been strewn with straw in an apparent effort to firmup the reddi sh ooze.

From the odor, Nyl an decided that the ooze had m xed thoroughly w th horse droppings and | ess
savory other items. Hi s nose winkl ed.

"Thi nki ng about sanitation agai n?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Was it that obvious?"

"Only to ne."

Huruc whi pped out the big blade and stood in the saddle.

"Hold up! Hold here!"

As the columm jostled to a halt, another group of horsemen rode awkwardly toward the stable and
then toward the corral. Wile all wore bl ades, the blades were far fromuniform and one youth
carried his w thout even a scabbard.

"Levies . . . sonme not nuch good," said Tonsar in a | ow voice that barely carried to the
angel s.

A bl ack-bearded figure rode across the nuddy ground.

"Here comes Fornal." Nylan glanced back at Sylenia, but the nursenmaid s face was calm
i npassive, as it had been for nost of the trip

"Greetings. | amglad to see you have arrived as announced." Fornal inclined his head. "The
angel s and you, Huruc, have quarters on the upper level, and you nmany stable your nounts within
the stables. Your nen have the south end of the barracks," he added to Huruc, "and they will have
to use the smaller corral behind the stable.”

"Yes, ser." Huruc stood and waved the blade. "This way!" he bell owed.

As Huruc led the others away, the bl ack-bearded regent eased the roan toward the angels.

"Besi des your blades, deadly as they are, did you bring any magi cal weapons?"

"Not many battles are won with magic," Nylan said calmy.

"I amglad to hear you say that, namge." Fornal sniled openly. "Few seemto understand that
sinmple truth.'

Nyl an wai t ed.

"Have you thought of a nonmagical way to aid us, besides your own considerabl e prowess?"

"Sone of your levies don't know how to hold a blade, nuch less use it," suggested Ayrlyn. "You
cannot afford to spend tine training them That's sonmething we've had a little experience with."

"My sire had nentioned such." Fornal's fingers stroked his dark beard. "There are two squads
and a few others-not a | arge nunber perchance-but," the young regent shrugged, "as you say, they
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nmght well be arned with pitchforks as blades for all that they know of either. | would be
i ndebted if you would undertake to turn theminto a fighting force. Or at least a force that wll
not mll or turn at the first charge or arrow. "

"Do we have your |eave to use what nethods we see fit?" asked Nylan politely.

"Any such nethod as you know that will |eave nost of themintact to fight." Fornal sniled nore
broadly. "I will introduce you two as their force | eaders before we ride in the norning. W can
di scuss the details when we eat this evening." He inclined his head. "I will |eave you to make
ready. "

"By the way," the snmith asked, "do we know how nuch arnor these Cyadorans wear ?"

"A breastplate and a snmall glittering shield-that is what the reports tell." Fornal frowned

monentarily. "Wiy ask you?"
"We can discuss it later, but | would Iike to request that we bring an anvil and some hamers."

Fornal nodded. "You would use your skill to repair weapons, ser angel ?"
"That is one thing | can do. A grindstone would also help."

"Those ... those we can find."

"Thank you."

Fornal inclined his head politely, then turned the roan to foll ow Huruc.

"What was that all about? The arnmor business?" asked Ayrlyn. "You said you woul dn't forge
better bl ades-"

"Repairs won't be that, but if | need to forge sonmething, once we get in the mddl e of nowhere,
where will | find an anvil or tool s?"

Ayrlyn nodded, then smled faintly. "Here we go again.”

"Probably." Nylan took a deep breath. "W'Ill also need coal or charcoal, and some oil. Mst of
these bl ades are dull and nicked. They use themlike crowbars, to knock people off their nmounts.”

"That won't go over well with the professionals," Ayrlyn predicted.

"No, but since nothing will," Nylan answered, "we might as well do it our way." He flicked the
reins. "We need to get off these mounts. | can snell Weryl even above the | ocal sanitation.”

Behi nd them Sylenia's nmount and the gray squushed through the nmud as the four horses headed
for the weathered stable. In the rank behind Sylenia, a squat |evy watched the nursenaid,
nervously running one hand through his brown beard.

Nyl an frowned, but he could not stop a nan from | ooki ng.

LVI 1]

IN THE M GHTY city of Cyad dwelt the nages of the white rainbow, whose ships fueled on fire and
spanned the seas, whose white nmarble palaces glittered in the sun of contentnent, and who pursued
t he know edge of the distant stars.

Hor sel ess wagons, harnessing the power of chaos to the will of man and mage, traversed the
pol i shed stone roadways smoot her than gl ass. Those great firewagons sped nore swiftly than the
wi nd, bringing crops and goods and wealth to all of Cyador

Al'l were content in the order kept by the white nages, and sel dom were necessary the shimering
shi el ds and burni shed bl ades of the mighty Mrror Lancers, for there was peace.

In those days had Cyador allowed Lornth privileges in the Grass Hills, anong themthe privil ege
to remove nmetals fromthe earth. Seeing this privilege, the smth Nylan, in his guile, asked of
the regents of Lornth why they existed upon the suffrage of Cyad, when for generations they had
sl aved and the nages of Cyad had done nothing with the bright copper buried in the Gass Hills.

Those of Lornth pondered his words long into the deeps of the night and recalled that the Grass
Hlls were yet those of the Lord of Cyad.

As they pondered, then sang Ayrlyn the soul -singer of that darkness of despair that would
foll ow when Cyad asked back what was its due, and when Lornth could no | onger mne the bright
copper of the Grass Hills.

What can be done, asked the | eader of the Lornians, for she was a woman and trusting. How shal
we hold to the delvings of our fathers and forefathers that have sustained us through the years?

In response to such questions, the dark angel Nylan offered a great wi zardry agai nst which the
m ght of Cyador and her nages would not prevail, and, persuaded by the wily Nylan, the council of
Lornth said, it shall be so, and they turned their eyes fromthe evil that Nyl an proposed.

Colors of Wite
(Manual of the Guild at Fairhaven)
Pref ace
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LI X

THE ROAD DUST raised by the colum of armsnen riding ahead was everywhere, rising shoul der high
soneti mes higher, coating Nylan's and Ayrlyn's new grays with fine red powder. Tonsar rode to
Nylan's left, Ayrlyn to his right.

In the hot afternoon sun, every time Nylan blotted away sweat, his forearm cane away coated
with a thin later of reddish nmud. If it rained, it would settle the dust, but with nuch rain, then
they'd have to slop through nud. Nylan took a deep breath. Hi s mount | ooked |like a roan, and his
nose itched. He rubbed it, but it did no good. He sneezed-once, twice.

Then the engi neer gl anced back toward Syl enia, since Weryl's seat was nounted behind her
saddl e, and had been fromthe nmorning after Fornal had put all the troubl emakers and trai nees
under Nylan's and Ayrlyn's command. Nylan wasn't quite sure what to expect, except trouble sooner
or later. Happily, he did not see the squat arnmsnan who had | eered at the nursemaid earlier

The current trouble was that their "comrand" got to eat Fornal's arnsnmen's dust. Only the
supply wagons were farther to the rear. The |last one had a small anvil, probably what passed for a
weapons anvil, and an antique bell ows, hamers and tongs, even ten stone worth of coal in bags.
Where Fornal had gotten them Nyl an hadn't asked, though he hoped the coregent had paid for it,
rat her than seized it. Sonehow, though, he wasn't that hopeful, and it bothered him not that he
could afford to do nuch about it, not at the noment.

Weryl seened to be dozing, with muddy streaks running fromthe corners of his nouth where droo
and dust had conbined. Nylan snmiled faintly, then | ooked through the dust at the Iine of trees a
hal f kay to the right that bordered the river. Was the entire east bank nothing but marsh, swanp,
and thicket? Wiile the road on the west bank was | evel and faster traveling than the section from
Lornth to Rohrn, the way was dry and hot, although the rolling fields to the left of the road
beyond the fences showed heal t hy green shoots.

"Dust and nore dust." Ayrlyn coughed, then glanced over her shoulder. "If they fight the way
they ride, we're in trouble. They'll need a lot of training."

"What do you think, Tonsar?" asked Nyl an

The subof ficer shrugged.

"You'll have to | ead sone of them" Ayrlyn pronpted

Nyl an coul d see her snmile, but the brown-bearded armsnman | ooked stolidly ahead, as if he were
riding to his doom

After they had covered perhaps a hundred cubits, the armsman sighed, loudly. "I have been
faithful and | have worked hard. And beggi ng your pardons, angels, | do not see why the regent
insisted I nust be your subofficer. I will do what | can, and that be little enough with these."

Nyl an understood. Tonsar had brought themto Lornth, and Fornal was the type to blane the
messenger

"Beggi ng your pardons, again, sers," the subofficer continued, "but, if | lead them they wll

not follow, and one cannot lead fromthe rear.” He pursed his lips. "I would march all of them
agai nst the white denons at the first chance and be rid of them"

"We don't have that choice," pointed out Nylan. "There is no one to replace them™

"Wul d you send them agai nst the white denons?" Tonsar | ooked hopefully to Ayrlyn. "Could we
not find others . . . sonmewhere?"

"Where?" Ayrlyn raised her eyebrows. "Fornal had to beat the bushes to get this crop-or so we
were told."

"That be true." Tonsar sighed again.

Over dull nmurmurs of conversation and the dust-nuffled steps of the horses, two voices rose.

", wort hl ess hunk of dog neat..."

"You should talk . . ."

At the yelling, Nylan turned in the saddl e and | ooked back to where two riders had pulled off
to the side of the road.

"Now what ?" asked the flame-haired angel

"Two of them are arguing about something." He shook his head and | ooked at Tonsar. "Any
suggesti ons?”

"Most are hopel ess. Sone are troubl enakers. The others are mad." Tonsar frowned. "You could
kill one. Fornal would."

"Renenber Ryba," said Ayrlyn. "This isn't the tinme for kindness."

"You think . . . ?" Nylan's guts tightened.

"Yes."

Nyl an wheel ed the nare and urged her toward the two troubl emakers, where three other riders
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| agged, clearly trying to hear what was going on with the arguing pair. Refraining from shaking
his head, the engineer urged the mare toward the five.
" woul dn't know a bow from a hoe
never worked an honest day ... or a dishonest one ...
The engi neer wondered if both he and Ayrlyn should have intervened together. No, he deci ded.
Each had to handl e things alone, or there woul d be even nore trouble.

"Onara is so small that a hare would miss it, except it snells so bad that even a hare woul dn't
hop through it." The man with the braided black hair |aughed cruelly.

"You nust be the only man in Runnel,"” called the thin-faced blond, "and the last, for your
not her woul d have expired i nmedi ately on seeing you, and no wonan coul d-"

"Knock it off!"

Bot h nmen | ooked up, but just waited as Nyl an rode up. Both sneered, the black-haired nman
openly, the blond with his eyes.

"For the monment, | don't care how you two insult each other, so long as you keep in formation.
You' re slow ng things down. Now, get noving."

"And if | don't want to?" asked the bl ack-haired man

"Well . . ." nused Nylan. "I suppose the generous thing would be to wound you, but that woul d
either get you out of the fighting or a pension. | could beat the manure out of you, but | nmight
end up just disabling you for life, and that would create the sanme sort of problens." He shrugged
and offered a snmle. "So . . . take your choice. Leading the first charge agai nst the Cyadorans,
or getting a blade through your chest right now "

"You talk big, but you' re just another little lord," snapped the black-haired man. "I'I|l do as
| please."

"You'l | get back in formation," Nylan said coldly, triggering his step-up as he spoke, know ng
what he woul d have to do.

"Make me."

In a single flowing nmotion, Nylan drew the shortsword fromthe shoul der harness and rel eased
it.

The bl ade went into the other's chest hilt-deep. The man tried to reach for the big blade, but
after an initial twitch, slunped over the nount's neck.

I gnoring the white wave of death and agony that washed over him and the daggers that knifed
through his eyes, Nylan had the second blade in his hand even before the other four |ooked to him
Al'l four nouths were open. "The regent wouldn't take that, and we don't either."

The engi neer rode up next to the saggi ng body, and yanked out the blade, then turned to the
bl ond man. "You! Your nane?"

"Wer ek, ser."

"You strap his body to the nmount, and when we get to Cynya tonight, you bury it. W don't have
time right now You understand?"

"Yes, ser." Werek | ooked down.

"I"l'l do ny best to get you all through this, but your part is to do your best, and that neans
follow ng orders." He eased the mare back through the dust raised by Fornal's armsnen. "Ride in
pairs!" snapped Nylan. "This isn't a jaunt to the tavern."

As he rode, the levies | ooked away.

" bl ack angel. . . nean bastard ..
gave G syl a chance . . . idiot . . . don't mess with pros..."

The smith wanted to shake his head. It didn't seemto matter where he was. There was al ways
sone idiot who would respond only to force. To such, forbearance, reason, or conmon sense neant
not hi ng. He took a deep breath. How many nore such woul d there be?

He rode al ong the shoul der of the road, passing their comrand-four squads roughly, except that
it was hard to tell because, even when the nen did attenpt to approxi mate a col um, about half
couldn't figure out howto get their nounts to match pace with their partner.

He wanted to rub his throbbing forehead, but didn't dare, not imediately, since that would
send the wong signal

"What happened?" asked Ayrlyn. "I could feel-"
"Idiot dared me to make himfollow orders.” Nylan shook his head. "Mkes ne think of Man-and
Ryba. | guess I'mno different. | thought | was, but-" He shrugged.

"They'd have torn you apart if you hadn't," Ayrlyn said.
"Sad, isn't it?" Nylan rubbed his forehead, trying to ease the throbbing there.

"It's life."
"Beggi ng your pardon, ser?" asked Tonsar
"Some troubl emaker, big black-haired fellow, Gsyl, | think, wanted to stage a nutiny. He dared
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me to make himobey. | told himhe could obey or die. He didn't believe ne."
"And what happened?" asked the arnmsnan.
"He's dead."
Tonsar's nout h opened, then shut. "So ... so quickly?"
"If you're going to kill sonmeone, it's better to nake it quick. Then they can't hurt you

t hr eshi ng around. "

Tonsar swal | owed, then | ooked over his shoulder. "You didn't |eave the body?"

"No. | nade the other troubl enaker strap it on the nount. He'll have to bury it when we get to
d ynya."

Tonsar swal | owed again. "No one would have m nded-"

"If they have to clean up afterwards,” said Nylan, "maybe they won't be quite so ready to
quarrel ."

"Yet. . . yet. Tonsar stammered.

"You think they'Il just blame me?" Nylan shrugged. "Troops always do, but that's all right so
long as they get in the habit of obeying and not doing stupid things."

Tonsar closed his nmouth, and beyond him Ayrlyn nodded thoughtfully. Sylenia busied herself with
checki ng the sl eeping boy.

Nyl an noticed that the Iine of trees that had nmarked the east side of the river had vanished,
and only a low line of bushes followed the watercourse. On the west side, between the road and the
bluff that ran down to the river, was only grass.

A shadow slipped across the road, fromthe thickening clouds bl owing out of the Westhorns to
the east.

"Be not too |long afore we nake Cynya," observed Tonsar. "And a good thing, with the rain
coming in. Agood rain will lay the road dust for the journey south."”

"Too good a rain will turn the road into nud soup,"” ventured Ayrlyn.

"Ah, lady angel, the rain in the south here, it never falls for long."

Nyl an hoped he was right, but the relief fromthe direct sun provided by the clouds was
wel conme, nore than wel cone. He turned to Ayrlyn. "Your turn.”

"Right." Wth a grimsnile, she turned her nount and .began to ride back along the part of the
columm that contained their two squads plus of trainees and troubl emakers.

The sun hung just above the western hills when they reached a ridge crest. On the other side,
the road swng down in an arc into a gentle valley cut by the river. There were no bridges, just
what appeared to be a flat sloping ford.

"Clynya . . . dynya . "

The nutterings that canme back through the road dust confirmed to Nylan that they were nearing
their imredi ate destination

"It is not even sunset,"

"Cood, " mnurnured Syl enia.

Nyl an just wi ped away nore nuddy sweat, and gl anced up at the still-dark clouds that covered
two-thirds of the sky. They felt like rain, but there hadn't been any, not even a hint of noisture
on the light breeze out of the east that had done little to cool himon the afternoon's ride.

He studied the valley as they began to ride down toward the ford. Unlike Rohrn, Cynya was on
the eastern side of the river, on a slight hill nearly two kays north of the ford itself. Ws that
because the greater threat happened to be the Jeranyi? Using the river as a defense made sense to
Nyl an, but he wondered if towns and cities were | ocated for such sensible reasons. The pl ateau he
had picked out as a possible city site nade nore sense than Lornth's |ocation, but there wasn't
even a town on the plateau

Just across the ford, less than a kay fromthe river, and to the left of the road, were a
series of earthworks, and behind them blackened tinbers. The grass reached hal fway up the earthen
barrier, but had not covered all the blackened ground or ashes.

"What was that?" asked Ayrlyn.

"I believe that rmust be the Jeranyi fort-the one that Lord Sillek destroyed. | have not been
this far south, but Huruc was, and he said that Lord Sillek had destroyed the fort and driven the
Jeranyi back across the grasslands." Tonsar shrugged. 'They will try again. They al ways have."

"Wasn't there some sort of agreenent?" Ayrlyn pursued. Nylan | ooked toward Syl enia, who was
turned in her saddle and trying to give Wryl a drink of water.

"Il dyrom cannot be trusted. He is a Jeranyi." Tonsar shrugged. "They wll be back."

Nyl an frowned. For the Jeranyi to have built a fort on the Lornian side of the river
Sill ek had indeed had his troubles. To have succeeded in pushing the Jeranyi back across the
grassl ands, and then still having been forced to fight Westwi nd-the engi neer shook his head. The
Lorni an hol ders appeared singularly stupid, but, maybe, there was sonmething he and Ayrlyn didn't

procl ai med Tonsar.
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know. Maybe.

"There aren't many trees," said Ayrlyn, breaking into his thoughts, "even near the river."

"The sheep |i ke the green shoots, and," Tonsar shrugged, "there is not that rmuch rain."

Nyl an gl anced up at the clouds. "This doesn't make sense. There's enough rain here for there to
be trees."

"Unl ess the sumer is very dry and long and hot," suggested Ayrlyn.

"Hot... very hot," agreed Tonsar. "Rain. It rains seldom" . The engineer did not even want to
thi nk about a sumer that hot and dry.

A line of rain gusted over the | ow thatched roofs of Cynya and swept westward down the road
toward the columm of arnsnen, down toward the ford, the Wst Fork, the grasslands, and Jerans.

Al nost as the sprinkling of rain had cone, it was gone.

Yet after the splattering of rain, all that was |left were dark spots on the road, and a hint of
danmpness in the air.

Nyl an stood in the saddl e as the colum ahead slowed in an open space before several buil dings.
While the tinbered two-storied barracks had a rough plank roof, the stable was roofed with sod,
and | ong streaners of brown grass hung over the thick eaves. Sonme sections of the roof sported new
growt h.

Still, the barracks and the stable were | arge, |arge enough for the several hundred | evies.

Nyl an turned to Tonsar. "You get to make sure that Werek buries that body-and deep.”

"Yes, ser angel." Tonsar's voice was weary.

"If he gives you any trouble, tell himlI'll bury himnext to it."

"Yes, ser." Afaint snile crossed Tonsar's |ips.

"Tonsar " suggested Ayrlyn. "Don't invent trouble."

Nyl an t hought the subofficer was going to roll his eyes, but the man only nodded. As Tonsar
rode toward the rear of the group, one word escaped his lips, |oud enough for the two to hear

angels ..."

"He's not used to being understood,” said Ayrlyn dryly.

"Thanks to you," Nyl an answered.

Syl eni a gl anced from Nylan to Ayrlyn. The nursenai d opened her nmouth, then closed it as another
ri der neared.

"The front stalls of the stables are for us. You angels have the upper middle quarters," Forna
sai d smoot hly, gesturing toward the wooden outside steps. "They are | arge enough for your needs.
We all eat in the barracks hall after the two bells ring."

"Thank you." Nylan smiled politely. "Were are the subofficers billeted in case we need to find
Tonsar ?"

"At the end in the rear." Fornal gestured vaguely in the direction of the Iong building. "They
each have a small room"

After the coregent rode toward the stables, the two angels followed, trailed by Sylenia and
Weryl, letting Fornal enter the stables first. A handful of chickens skittered away fromall the
horses, flocking toward a gap-planked and tilting structure to the south of the stable. Sonme form
of hen house, Nyl an guessed, both fromthe [ow roof |ine and the snell.

"This way, sers," called a grimy youth., "Oficers at the front here."

The stalls were small, snelly, and the clay underfoot sliny.

Nyl an rai sed his eyebrows and gl anced across the stall wall at Ayrlyn. She shrugged. What coul d
they do-except share a wy snile?

After stabling their nmounts, and groom ng them the three wal ked toward the barracks buil di ng,
where they clinbed the outside steps to the central roons.

Nyl an opened the door, and a faint wave of dust-and something else-roiled up around him There
were two roons, consisting of a small bedchanmber with a doubl e-wi de bed, and a main front room
with two couch beds, and a snall hearth. There was no wood for the hearth, not that they needed a
fire in the early sunmrer heat. An open area before the w ndows showed marks on the wi de-pl anked
floor where other furniture had been renoved.

"It's not too bad, but there's sonething . Ayrlyn frowned.

So did Nylan. "Chaos. Sone tine back, though. It's gone, except it's not."

Syl enia, juggling a squirmng Weryl, glanced fromone angel to the other

"One of Sillek's w zards?" suggested Ayrlyn.

"Probabl y-there was one out here in the grasslands to hold off the Jeranyi. Someone told us
that. He's probably the one that burned out the Jeranyi fort we passed."”

"Sillek was resourceful . . ." Ayrlyn paused and turned to Sylenia. "You can put Wryl down and
let himtotter around. There's nothing here that can hurt him"

"But you said-" began the bl ack-haired woman-girl
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"There's nothing here now," Nylan said, forcing a snile. "W could just tell that a w zard had
lived here."

"You are wizards," pointed out Syl enia.

"Not exactly, and not the sanme kind," answered the engineer

A faint frown crossed the nursenmid' s forehead.

"Not all wizards are the sanme," added Ayrlyn. "Healers and mages are not |ike white wi zards. W
cannot throw fireballs; they cannot heal."

Slowy, Sylenia |owered Weryl. The boy sat down in a heap beside one of the couch-beds, then
pul l ed hinself erect and tottered toward Nyl an

"Daaaa . "

The engi neer scooped up his son. "Long day? It's not over yet. W still have to find supper."

"Wahdah! "

"And water, too." Nylan |aughed.

"Especially water," added Ayrlyn. "I feel like |I'mwearing nore dust than clothes."

Nyl an nodded, thinking it would get worse, with another three days before they reached the area
of the copper mines. Had it been a good idea to bring Weryl? Probably not, if there had been any
alternative. "There are buckets over there. I'Il find a punmp or well." He set his son back on the
pl ank fl oor.

LX

NYLAN SNEEZED TW CE, sharply, wishing that the rain squalls of the days previous had been heavier
at | east heavy enough to hold down the road dust, but all they had done was | eave dark spl otches
on the ground, splotches that vanished quickly in the sunlight.

"Kula lies five kays ahead," said Tonsar. "That be where the regent says we will make our
outpost. | would rather we had remained in Cynya."

"It mght have been nore confortable," said Ayrlyn, "but it's too far away fromthe mnes."

"Besi des," added Nylan, "with fewer distractions, we just nmight get this bunch into shape." He
tried to think positively, ignoring the ever-browner grass that flanked the dusty road, and the
heat, and the sun that beat all too strongly on his right side.

"You think so?" said Tonsar

"W can hope," added Ayrlyn.

Wth each kay south from dynya, the trees had gotten | ower and nore w dely separated. One
rolling hill |ooked nmuch |ike another, the grass hanging linply in the hot sun. Scattered patches
of weedy growth, anmid the grasses, had already begun to brown, and the once-intermttent patches
of bare ground had becone nore and nore comon, alnost joining in places to forma patchwork of
red clay.

Wondering if the whol e area would be brown and sere before m d-sunmer, Nylan | ooked at Syl eni a.
"Have you ever been this far south?"

"No, ser. | have been to Rohrn, but no farther." She frowned. "It be dry here."

"And it gets drier, | amtold," said Tonsar. "No great |life being a miner in these parts. MW
sister's man was, once, but he wal ked away. Two coppers a day, a pallet, and neals, and it was not
near enough, not even for the young ram he was then." He offered a broad snile to Syl enia.

"How | ong ago was that?" Ayrlyn rubbed her nose.

"Must have been, oh, ten years back. Nuria was the oldest. She died of the chaos fever two
W nters past."” Tonsar shrugged. "Even that, and Wsay wouldn't go back to the mines."” He gestured
toward the |long gentle slope ahead. "Late sumer, he said, dust rolled in like rain."

Nyl an wi nced. More heat and dust were the | ast things they needed.

Qut of the dust before themenerged a rider, skirting the edge of the road, peering at faces as
he rode, before pulling his horse around and up beside Ayrlyn.

The heal er | ooked at him and waited.

"Ser Fornal would request your presence," stammered the young arnmsman. "Both of the ange
| eaders. "

"You' ve got our |evies, Tonsar,'

"Al as .

Sylenia sniled shyly, past Nylan at the burly arnmsnman, as Nylan flicked the reins and urged the
mar e forward.

"Do you feel we have a ronmance buddi ng there?" asked Ayrlyn.

"I hadn't thought about it," Nylan confessed. "I don't even know if Tonsar has a consort."

"I don't think so, but, out here, does it matter?" The redhead's snile was wy.

Nyl an said with a | augh.
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If Sylenia were interested in anyone, Nylan preferred Tonsar to nost of the |levies or scarred
prof essional s. He hoped she wouldn't get hurt, but there wasn't that much that he could do.
For bi ddi ng the romance woul d make it worse, and night jeopardize Wryl. He sighed.

The nmessenger followed them just far enough that Fornal could see the youth had carried out
his orders, before easing into the colum behind the |ead riders.

"Kula lies ahead," announced Fornal. "The scouts say that the white ones have burned sone of
the hol di ngs, sonme days back, but have left, and there is enough for us to use."
"I assune they will be back," said Ayrlyn.

"They will return anywhere, but Kula is the nost distant of the near hanlets, nearly ten kays
fromthe mne, and it has water through the summer fromthe stream" Fornal scratched his dusty
beard. "Derlya offers nore, but it is twenty kays to the northwest of the nines, and too close to
Jerans for ny taste. Choosing between the Jeranyi and the white denons, that is not to ny |iking,
but the Jeranyi sneak up, and the denons do not. So-"

"We canmp in Kula," finished Ayrlyn.

"Exactly."

They rode up the long hill in silence, until another valley stretched out before them nore a
depression between lowrises than a valley. Kula itself consisted of a half-dozen hol di ngs
bordering a narrow stream Nylan scanned the valley, catching the traces of past Cyadoran

presence.
One hol ding held three buil di ngs-house, barn, and shed-and all were charred, roofless. The
ground around was burned and bl ack, the black running until it stopped at bare ground, creating a
dark bl otched effect.
"The white devils," noted Fornal. "They burn enough to drive people out, then take or sl aughter
the stock." The coregent gestured toward the far side of the valley. "W' Il use the | arge hol di ng.

They burned not that. There will be roomin the house for us and the senior arnsnen, and three
sheds and barns." He snmiled, faintly. "And plenty of space for you to whip your trainees into
shape. "

"How far are the m nes?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Ten, perhaps twelve kays to the south, over the ridge hills there."

The road wound down and past the burned-out hol ding and then across the stream As the nare
crossed the crude stone span, Nylan gl anced down at the water, a brook surrounded by sheep-cropped
grass less than two cubits wide and half that in depth. He saw no animals, unless the white dots
on the hill beyond their destination were sheep. Had the Cyadorans taken or slaughtered themall?
O had the holders driven themwith themin fleeing Kula?

As they neared the house, Nylan studied the holding. A broken chair lay on the stone stoop, and
the door hung on a single iron hinge. Dark splatters stained the gray-white plaster beside the
door. The shutters remai ned cl osed.

Nyl an extended his senses, but could find no trace of life behind the silent walls. From her
mount beside him Ayrlyn shook her head.

In the hillside fields to the south were scattered handfuls of sheep

"Ha! Sone forage food," exclainmed Fornal. 'The white denpons did not destroy everything."

Nyl an sniffed, and his nose wrinkl ed.

"We' |l need to bury the ones they left,"’

Fornal continued. "Huruc?"

"Ser. W'll take care of it."

"Away fromthe stream" Nyl an added.

"Yes, ser."

"W will use the house. The larger squads will turn the barn into a barracks," suggested
Fornal. "The shed there-that should work for your squads."

Nyl an gl anced toward the | ong shed-gap-pl anked, |ike half the outbuildings he'd seen in Lornth-
but the woven-grass-thatchlike roof seened relatively sound. If they remained in Kula into the
winter, the ventil ated pl anks woul d need work, but were probably an advantage in the summer.

Ayrlyn rai sed her eyebrows, and she and Nyl an exchanged gl ances, before she answered. "It needs
sone work."

"Everything will need work," answered the coregent. "Best we start now." He turned in the
saddl e. "Huruc!"

" Ser ?"

"Have them cl ear out the barn. The angels are taking the shed for their . . . squads. The four-
five-of us will share the house."

Fornal turned his nount toward the barn, directly behind and to the west of the dwelling. Nyl an
and Ayrlyn, with Sylenia followi ng, rode toward the shed to the right rear of the house.

Besi de the shed were three bodies, bloated. Nylan swall owed. No wonder Fornal didn't worry
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about the hol ders returning.

He turned in the saddle. "Sylenia?"

" Sers?"

"You find which roomin the holding we get and do what you can to nmke it habitable. Take Weryl
with you. Al right?"

"Yes, ser." The bl ack-haired woman nodded.

"We'| | be out here, trying to get the squads settled." And taking care of sone basic sanitation
probl ems. Very basic. "Just tie your mount near the house for now "

As the nursemaid turned her nount, Ayrlyn said in a |low voice, "This is just getting worse."

"You had that feeling, didn't you?"

"Degraded Rationalist superiority conplex, but |I'd hoped otherw se."

"They haven't changed. Anyone else is less than human." That was the problemw th the Rats,
Nyl an reflected, always misusing logic to prove their superiority, and to justify their attenpts
to elimnate any conpetition. Somehow, he'd hoped that he and Ayrlyn woul dn't keep having to fight
the Wnterlance's battles again in Candar, but it |ooked |ike the sane probl em occurred everywhere
t here were humans.

"No. They haven't changed. They won't.'

Ayrlyn's voice was heavy. "And you know what that

neans. "
Nyl an did. Again . . . people who respected only superior force. His nose itched. Ayrlyn rubbed
her nose, swallowed, and tried to stop a sneeze simultaneously. He still sneezed.

After tying their mounts to a well-kept rail fence by the shed, Nylan and Ayrlyn stepped into
the sheep shed. Nylan's boots sank into the conbination of animal waste and dust.

"Dar kness-"

"Not too bad. Seen worse," offered Tonsar as he neared on foot, |leading his nount. The thirty-
odd trainees and troubl enakers rennined nounted, well back fromthe shed.

"Let's get this mess cleaned out," Nylan said quietly. "Use whatever it takes to get the floor
down to bare earth, and then sweep it clean before anyone puts a pallet down. Ch, there are three
bodi es behind the shed, and a couple of dead sheep. They need to be buried-at |east a hundred
cubits fromthe stream downhill."

Tonsar glanced at Nylan. "The nmen, they likely be tired."

"Better tired than sick in two days, and they will be if they try to sleep in that rmuck. O
wi th deconposing bodies within a score of cubits."

A faint sigh escaped Tonsar's lips. "Yes, ser."”

"Tonsar . . . we're not. . ." Nylan shook his head. "Mdre nen die from sickness than from eneny
blades. | can't stop a |lot of the blades, but | do know some things to do to keep them from
getting sick."

"We'l | also nmake sure that they get clean water," added Ayrlyn. "So they don't get the flux."

Tonsar | ooked skepti cal

"We are healers, remenber?" said the flane-haired angel. "And if that doesn't convince them.

well. . . does sonmeone el se want a bl ade through his chest?" Her words were bitter, and Nyl an

under stood why. He felt the sane way.
"No, ser angels. It will be done." His voice was tired.

"We' || be working here, too," Nylan said. "I'll set up the anvil and a tenporary forge under
that overhang there. |I'll need some stones or bricks-"
"Yes, sers .. ." Tonsar repeated.

"If I"mrepairing and sharpeni ng bl ades, Tonsar, they can carry stones.”
Ayrlyn nodded. They both knew there were tinmes to |lead by force, and by exanple. He hoped
they'd picked the right tines.

LXI

AS THE MORNI NG cookfires were bei ng banked, Nylan swallowed the |ast of the bread, then stood. The
bench was hard. He was still anmazed that soneone coul d bake even hal f-decent bread over a
cookfire. Certainly, .poor Kadran hadn't been able to. "The bread's not bad." As he followed
Ayrlyn toward the shed where Tonsar would be nustering their woul d-be armsmen, his eyes went back
to the front stoop of the dwelling where Sylenia continued to feed Weryl, then to the spot under
the sheep shed's eaves where stones and broken bricks formed a rough forge. Nylan hoped it wasn't
too rough, but he'd not had a chance to even think about forging, not yet. And he'd dreaned about
trees again, ancient trees filled with both order and chaos.

"So far, the cheese isn't, either." Ayrlyn paused. "Wat's bothering you? You've been star-
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systens away ever since you woke."

"Trees . . ." Nylan admitted.

Ayrlyn turned to face Nylan. "Trees filled with whiteness and darkness?"

"Order and chaos?" The smith nodded.

"Strange ... sodid|I. |I wonder . . ." She shook her head, then | ooked toward the dying
cookfires. "Well... our charges are waiting."

Nyl an foll omed her eyes to the cooking area set up between the shed and the barn. Then he
| ooked back to the group of woul d-be arnmsnen who stood outside the partly converted sheep shed,
nmost still finishing off their bread, hard cheese, and spiced nmutton stew. The engi neer had
trouble with hot nutton for breakfast, but all the Lornians seened to relish it.

"I know," Ayrlyn continued. "Mutton for breakfast. Does it cause strange dreans?"

"It is a good and filling breakfast," offered Tonsar cheerfully. "No one dreans badly on
nutton."

The engi neer shook his head as Tonsar wal ked cl oser. "Ready to start the training? You have
them organi zed into groups, |ike we asked?"

"Yes, ser." Tonsar frowned. "They be not happy with the idea of wooden bl ades."

"They'd be a ot less happy if we used cold iron," said Ayrlyn.

"Whod is for young children . . . they think."

"Dar kness save us-and themfromstupid male vanity," nuttered the redhead. "They'd rather play
with iron and die."

Tonsar gul ped.

"Most don't want to be here, and the rest hate everyone." Ayrlyn | ooked at the ragged groupi ng.
Al ready, although the sun had barely cleared the horizon, heat waves were shimering off the dust-
covered cl ay.

"That is true," admtted Tonsar, "save they fear you both."

"Better to be feared than | oved," qui pped Ayrlyn.

"l guess."

"Don't guess," said Ayrlyn soberly. "Renenber Ryba. This isn't the tine for kindness."

"It doesn't seemlike many tines are,"” answered Nylan. "Not here in Candar anyway."

"I'I'l be watching your back," Ayrlyn continued.

"You get to do the second set,"” Nylan said. "W have to get the point across that either one of
us is deadly."

"You could kill one a piece," said Tonsar

Nyl an wasn't sure he was jesting. "No. That lets themoff too easily. They need to suffer.”

As Tonsar studied Nylan to see if he were joking, Ayrlyn rolled her eyes.

The silver-haired angel nmanaged to keep a straight face.

When it appeared as though nost of the arnmsnmen, save the obvious stallers, had finished eating,
he nodded to Tonsar. "Line themup."

"Line up!" bellowed the burly subofficer. "Now Dersio! That be you! And you, Ungit!"

"He sounds |i ke every other noncom" said Ayrlyn.

"But they're worse,"” answered Nyl an, al nost under his breath. "This will be worse than a dozen
M ans. "

"I hope not. We can't afford to kill that many."

Nyl an took a slow breath and wal ked toward the group, his eyes focusing on the front row He
st opped and took another |ong | ook before he spoke. "I'm not one for beating around the bushes.”
Nyl an gl anced across the score of dubious and unfriendly faces. "You ve all been assigned to
Ayrlyn and ne because you' ve been judged as untrained or as troubl enakers. | frankly don't care
about what others think. If you follow instructions and work hard, | can give you a nuch better
chance to survive and go home." He shrugged. "If you don't want to, fine. You'll be dead nmeat for
the Cyadorans in the first skirmish, and I won't have to worry about your being a problem"

He took one of the wooden wands from Tonsar. He and Ayrlyn had nmanaged to rough-craft el even,
and he wi shed they had nore. There was no safe way to train this ot with real weapons, not
without killing or maiming nost. "This is a training blade. Wiy do we use wood? Because you |ive
t hrough your nistakes. It stings. Sonetines, it even hurts, and once in a while you still m ght
get injured. Hopefully, the pain will help you inprove."

"Easy for himto say ..."

Nyl an | ooked across the red dirt toward the big rawboned youth with the scraggly beard. "You
sai d sonet hi ng?"

"Beggi ng your pardon, ser, but you're not all that tough, ser

Ayrlyn glanced at Nyl an and shook her head. The engi neer knew what she was thinking, and
agreed, even though he hated what would cone next. Sone people never learned until it was beaten
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into themor they were killed.

"Fuera-it is Fuera, isn't it? Take the wand and see how you do with it, then." Nylan tossed the
wooden wand to the youth.

Fuera scooped the wand up and started toward Nylan, waving it wldly.

The smith edged aside, easily avoiding nost of the wild slashes, parrying a few, before
knocki ng the wand out of the nan's hand.

"Pick it up."

Fuera gl ared, but picked up the wand and charged toward Nyl an.

Nyl an cracked hi macross the back of his wist, and the wand dropped a second tine.

Fuera turned with a bell ow and charged Nyl an

The engineer, triggering full step-up al nbst unconsciously, dropped his own wand and bl urred,
ducki ng aside, and letting the few noves he knew nearly automatically take hold.

The youth went over Nylan, alnmost in an arc, and hit the ground with a dull thud. He lay stil
for a long nonment. Nyl an bent and picked his own wand back up, then wal ked over and tapped Fuera
on the shoul der, hard enough for it to smart. "Get up and pick up that wand. You don't get to quit
because your pride's hurt. If 1'd been using those crowbars the professionals in Lornth use, you'd
be dead or mainmed for life."

The youth glared at Nylan, then scranbled to his knees, gathering his strength for another
charge. Nylan forced a snile, waiting in step-up. Wth a bellow, Fuera charged again. The score of
recruits stood silently. Nylan flashed aside, using his elbowto club the youth into the ground,
then he stood, waiting, as the brown-haired woul d-be arnmsman rose drunkenly to his feet.

"Pick up the wand, or not, as you please,” Nylan said. "I'mtrying to teach you enough to keep
you alive. You seemto want to di e young." Snickers ran through the onl ookers. Fuera charged
Nyl an. This tine the smth stepped inside the bearlike rush, and using open pal ms, dropped the
youth onto the clay with two quick blows. Fuera did not rise. ". . . never saw ... so fast...'

Coul da killed him easy . "
friggin' nean bastard

Nylan | et the nurrmurs die away before he turned to the others. "I would prefer not to keep
maki ng this point. In a fight, I wouldn't have bothered. Fuera would have been dead with about one
bl ow." He | ooked at the unconscious man, then at the others. "One reason why he's still alive is
that we're short of fighters. Now ... is there anyone el se here who would like to prove that he's
t he toughest, neanest, and nastiest idiot in Lornth?" Nylan's green eyes raked across the group of
the nearest nineteen arrayed in a rough arc.

Each man | ooked away as Nyl an fixed his eyes on each in turn.

LXI'1

LEPHI LEANED FORWARD in the silver-trimmed mal achite chair. His brown eyes were flat as the slim
bal di ng, and white-haired wi zard wal ked across the polished white stones, then bowed. "You
sunmoned nme, Your M ghtiness?"

"I did. Have you a solution for the Accursed Forest, Triendar? One that does not cost nme the
doubl e handful of white nmages renaining? O nore troops that | do not have?"

"Has Your M ghtiness rediscovered the secrets of the iron birds? O how to nmake iron feathers
that reflect the sun? Or perhaps you have found the means to create the ice |ances of the ancient
angel s to place upon your fireship?" Triendar's voice was mld, even.

Lephi raised his hand. "Do not nock ne, Triendar, unless you w sh ..

The white-haired wi zard bowed again. "I do not nock Your M ghtiness. What you have asked of ne
is as easy as what | have asked of you."

"You are the w zard, not 1|."

"Can | lift nyself into the sky, Sire? Can | turn the Great Western Ccean into steam and | eave
the fishes gasping on dry sands and seaweed?" Triendar bowed once nore.

"l set you a task, and | bid you leave until you can return and tell nme it is done."™ Lephi's
voi ce was hard and flat, but his hands gripped the arnrests of the nalachite throne so hard that
they trenbl ed

"Very well, Your Mghtiness. | shall not return." Triendar bowed once again.
Lephi raised his right hand, then lowered it. "What nean you that you will not return?"
"Your M ghtiness," offered the white wizard. "All of us are bound. You cannot fly. | cannot

turn all the seas to steam nor hold back the Accursed Forest wi thout white wi zards and fire and
men with torches and mattocks. You can bid and conmand all that you desire. You can have the
Archers of the Rational Stars turn ne into a target, but | cannot do what | cannot do, and | wll
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not deceive you into thinking it is so."

Lephi's hands gripped the arnrests again, tightly, and for | ong nonents there was silence. Not
even a whi sper nor a sigh caressed the cold white polished stones.

Finally, the Lord of Cyador spoke. "You have al ways been honest, and you risk your life to be
honest. | cannot say | am pleased, but | cannot ask nore of any man nor wi zard." Lephi paused.
"Bring ne a plan. Tell me what you can do with how many w zards and how many nen. Tell me how nany
it will take-forever, is it not-to keep the forest in check?"

Triendar bowed a last tinme. "It will be done, Your M ghtiness."

After the white mage left, Lephi w ped his forehead, then crunpled the perfuned white towel and
dropped it beside the chair, where a girl in white silently retrieved it.

"At least... | will bring back the fireships ... and the fire cannon." He smiled. "Then, then
they will all fear great Cyad again."

LXI 11

NYLAN RESET THE | ast stone in the forge bed, then paused and wi ped his forehead with the back of
his forearm glancing out at the training yard.

"Rat her be here than there, ser,"” said the | anky blond barely into manhood from where he
pedal ed the grindstone.

"You get a chance at both, Sias,"
totry it all on horseback.™

Si as groaned.

"Watch the bl ade," the engineer cautioned. "Even a healer can't grow back missing fingers."

Bet ween the two of them they'd nmanaged to sharpen and clean nost of the ill-assorted bl ades
bel onging to the two-plus squads of levies that he and Ayrlyn had been assigned. If only upgrading
bl ade skills and horsemanshi p were that easy!

Still, it had to be possible. Nylan had | earned both-albeit with the help of order-field skills
and hard-wired reflex speed-ups the locals didn't have. So had the refugee wonen of Wstw nd,
wi t hout his hard-wi red advantages or the strength or the conditioning of the |evies.

"Are the white denons really six cubits tall?" asked Sias innocently.

"You know they're not, unless you mean on horseback on top of a dwelling. Wo's been spreading
t hat nonsense?"

"At night... there are whispers." Sias took the blade and carefully wiped it with an oiled
cloth, before returning it to its scabbard and picking up another

The drum of hoof beats drowned out Ayrlyn's orders for a nonment as two squads of levies and a
squad of the professional armsnmen foll owed Fornal down the |ane and toward the road to the south.

Nyl an coughed. As usual, the light sumrer breeze was just strong enough to Iift the ubiquitous
grit and red dust- this tine fromFornal's departing force-across the training yard, but not
strong enough to cool anyt hing.

The coregent's scouts had reported in the night before. The Cyadorans had built a rock and
earth barrier around the nmines, with reinforced gates, and a tall watchtower on the highest point
of the hill. Mst of the Cyadoran troops were already housed in earth-walled barracks. Cool er than
tents, no doubt, reflected the seated snith.

So far, the white forces remained within the conpound, except for scouting, raiding, or
foraging m ssions. And they had begun to produce copper again, if the snoke and fires fromthe
furnaces were any indication

Fornal hoped to confirmthat-and pick off any Cyadoran forces that he coul d. Nylan hoped the
Cyadorans didn't pick off Fornal

A burly figure wal ked fromthe barn toward the nmakeshift smthy, and Nyl an nodded to hinmself as
he strai ghtened and wal ked from behi nd what woul d be the forge bed.

Huruc surveyed the nakeshift forge, his eyes dropping to the anvil wedged in place between two
tinbers sunk into the clay. "Your smithy | ooks ready."” He gestured toward the dust on the
hillside. "Let us hope ser Fornal brings back only nicked and danaged bl ades. "

"As opposed to enpty nounts?" asked Nyl an

Huruc nodded, then glanced toward the training yard where Ayrlyn wal ked frompracticing pair to
pair.

"Cet that wist stiff, Meresat! Keep your blade up! Up!" The redhead's voice was hard, sharp
yet i npersonal

"They | ook better already," observed the arnsman. He |lowered his voice. "Is it true that you
| et that young cock Fuera charge you and then col d-cocked himthree tines in a row?"

Nyl an told his senivolunteer apprentice. "Tonorrow, you get
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Nyl an nodded. "I either had to destroy himor kill him and | don't have enough arnmsmen to Kkill
one out of hand."

"They say you have eyes in the back of your head. Both of you."

"I"'mglad they think so." The engi neer | aughed.

"You're putting edges and points on the bl ades."

"Yes," answered Nyl an neutrally.

Huruc shook his head ever so slightly, and Nyl an understood. Good edged weapons-and the idea
behi nd them could be a danger to an overbearing Lornian |ord.

"We need every edge possi bl e against the Cyadorans," the angel smth added, wondering if Huruc
woul d get the pun.

"Keep your friggin' feet apart!" snapped Ayrlyn from behind Huruc. "A two-year-old could push
you over."

Sias grinned and resumed pedal i ng the grindstone.

The burly armsman just shook his head.

LXI'V

CLANG CLANG THE arnsman on watch on the second | evel of the converted barn rang the al arm chine.

"Stand down," snapped Nylan to the levies, glancing up at the watch post where a bearded
armsman in purple stood and scanned the horizon. The angel engineer stood in the saddl e and peered
south, but could see nothing but the dust of riders. "But stand ready!”

"Ser . . ." nmurnured the nounted squad.

The engineer turned to Tonsar, on a roan beside him "It's probably Fornal, but hold until we
know. If it is, we'll meet him and you take themthrough it again."

"Yes, ser." The brown-bearded subofficer took a deep breath, then studied the squad. "Stand

fast!"

Ayrlyn eased her chestnut toward Nyl an as he guided his nount away fromthe flat area behind
the converted sheep shed.

"They still just fling up a blade," he said.

"They're getting better," she answered, noddi ng her head toward the south. "Fornal, you think?"

"I hope," muttered Nyl an as he reined up before the dwelling, his eyes focusing on the road to
the south, the late afternoon sun unconfortably hot on his back

Ayrlyn reined up beside him H's eyes flicked to the corral where the remaining horses, nostly
the Lornian draft aninmals, gathered at one end.

"Ser Fornal! It be ser Fornal!" called the watch.

Behi nd him Tonsar began to speak to the arrayed levies. "You are a mniserable excuse for
arnmsnen. Let us begin again. Do not hold your wands |ike brooms or I will chop themup with rea
cold iron. !

Wth a half-snmle, Nylan eased the mare into a slow walk out toward the road. "I'd like to see
how he did before the men do."

"You're afraid he didn't do all that well?"

"Who knows? Early success coul d be as dangerous as failure.
the mare into a faster walk.

Fornal wore dust |ike a second skin, as did the ol der armsnen who fl anked him and who reined
back as the angel s neared.

"Greetings, ser Fornal," Nylan offered

Fornal nodded brusquely, but offered no objection as Nyl an eased his nount up beside the
coregent. Ayrlyn slipped hers beside Nylan's.

Fornal had left with three full squads, one of hardened armsmen, and two of the better |evies.
Hal f a dozen saddles were enpty, and blood splattered across twice that nmany riders. Just fromthe
resi dual chaos oozing fromthe arnmsnen, Nylan could tell that nost of that blood had not conme from
the Lorni ans, but nore than enough had.

Besi de the hal f-dozen nounts with gray bl ankets under the enpty saddles, or saddles wth bodies
strapped over them there were nearly a dozen with bl ood-splattered white blankets, and two were
piled with blades and another pair with various saddl ebags, roped haphazardly in place.

"You had sone success, it appears,” ventured Nyl an.

"Better than | had hoped for a first skirmsh," admitted the black-haired regent. "They were
surprised.” He slowed his nmount to a walk as they neared where the | ane split between the ways to
the dwelling and the converted barn, then turned in the saddle. "Take care of the nounts first,
except for the wounded. Put the wounded in the front bay." Fornal turned and let his nount carry

Nyl an flicked the reins to urge
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himtoward the quarters of the converted barn.

"You will heal then? The wounded? You are healers."” Fornal's dark eyes went fromNylan to
Ayrlyn.

Nyl an gl anced at Ayrlyn before answering. "We'll do what we can. It depends. W'l|l have to | ook
at each."

Fornal nodded to see the two lines of nmounted | evies that Tonsar had drawn up. "They | ook nore
like armsmen. W will need every one. The white ones are thick as flies." He reined up under the
wat ch post, and, after a nonment, |ooked at Huruc, who stood waiting, inpassively. "You have a
burial detail ?"

The seni or arnsnman nodded.

"We |ost 'a half-dozen-nore than | woul d have wi shed, but it happens."” Fornal inclined his head
to Huruc, then eased his nount toward the right, and the corral. The angels let their nounts
follow Fornal reined up by the unwalled but roofed shelter at the north end of the corral where
the mounts -of the senior arnsmen and officers were kept.

Nyl an and Ayrlyn disnounted as well, tying their nmounts. They coul d unsaddl e and groom t hem
| ater.
"We'I| start on the wounded imediately," Nylan said to Fornal
"Each one you save will live to kill another white denon," said the regent. "I have heard that

your healing is without peer in Candar. Let us trust you can heal many."

"That depends on their wounds,"” Ayrlyn answered.

"Do what you nust."

Nei t her angel said anything as they recrossed the practice yard.

"Tonsar?" Nylan said quietly, stopping for a nonent and | ooking up at the nounted subofficer

" Ser ?"

"That was very thoughtful of you to draw up the nen to wel cone ser Fornal. | should have
t hought of it, but I amglad you did."

"I would be a poor subofficer, ser, if there were some matters | did not know nore of than
you." Tonsar grinned.

"Al'l right." Nylan had to grin back. The grin vani shed as he thought about the wounded. "Run
them t hrough the | ast exercise again. Then, have them groomtheir nmounts before dinner. W're
goi ng to be busy doing sone healing."

The burly subofficer nodded.

As they neared the barn, Ayrlyn reached out and squeezed Nylan's hand. "I know you wanted to
kill Fornal, but thank you."

"For what? Being sensible? For ignoring his setup? If we don't save themall, we've failed?"

"Of course."

The six wounded arnmsnen lay on pallets barely raised off the dirt floor by worn and filthy
pl anks.

The first man sat on his pallet cradling an arm Another man stood beside him shaking his
head. "He won't let us touch him"

"No butchery! No . . ." Sweat poured off the dusty and nuddy forehead, but the arnsman did not
| ook up.

"Do we have splints?" Nylan murmured. "Or sonething |ike then"

"Haven't seen any." Ayrlyn turned to the uninjured nman. "Get us two | engths of straight wood,
about the width of a blade and no | onger than his forearmand sone strips of cloth.” She paused.
"Actually, get us about a dozen lengths of wood like that."

"Yes . .. ser." The man scurried away.
"We're not-" began Nyl an.
"You're not cutting off ny arm I'Il die first."

"We're not cutting off anything," Nylan said gently.

"Then you be no healers | know "

"No, we're not. W'll be back in a bit. And you'll keep your arm" Nylan could sense that the
break was a conpound sort of thing, but within the capabilities of healing through the fields-if
done soon.

They noved to the second man-young, with a scraggly blond beard and rosy cheeks. A dirty
bandage covered a deep gash in his shoulder, and the slunmp of his body and the pain in his eyes
war ned Nyl an.

"Deep thrust and sone broken bones," nurmured Ayrlyn.

Nyl an could feel the chaos of infection, although it was not great, not yet.

"Two of us," said Ayrlyn, "but we can do it. Let's check the others first, quickly."

The third man was already dead frominternal bleeding of sone sort.
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They exchanged gl ances, then noved to the next.

"Crushed bones in the hand" was Ayrlyn's verdict. "Maybe we can get back sonme function."

The fifth patient |ooked blindly past them his breathing ragged, the white of chaos already
filling nost of his body.

The sixth man had a deep bruise/cut/gash across the top of his right thigh, open alnost to the
bone. An ol der arnmsnan waited there, holding |oops of gut or thread or sonmething, and a needle in
hi s hand.

"I can close it, but the chaos would kill him"

Nyl an smiled. "This one-this will be easy."

"Such a deep wound . " The voice |lowered. "Mst die."

"He'll live," Ayrlyn said.
"He is ny sister's consort."
"Shouldn't we try ... the way you did with Nesslek?" the redhead asked Nyl an

"For around the infection, but it's not quite the sanme."

She nodded. "Still . . ."

Nyl an extended his perceptions, joining themwth Ayrlyn's, and di scovered sone
i nfection/chaos, but had no trouble in forcing it out, knitting a sort of barrier that bound the
white chaos away and around the wound. The young nman | ooked at them stolidly.

Ayrlyn touched his forehead, and the arnsman's eyes closed. "Now . . . stitch up the wound."

"Yes, lady healer.”

Again, after the stitches were knotted, the two pushed away the remai ning chaos in the wound
and stitched area.

"We' || have to keep doing this," she pointed out.

"I'f we do it daily, it won't take nuch."

They straightened. A man stood in the shadows, hol ding | engths of wood.

"Now ... for the broken bones." They wal ked back toward the first man, who watched them fear
and sweat pouring fromhim

In the end, they staggered out of the nmakeshift infirmary.

"Four out of six . . . not too bad," nunbled Ayrlyn.
"That's mal practice ... on Heaven," said Nyl an
"Mracle ... here." Ayrlyn coughed, pushing Nylan toward the cookfires. "W need to eat."

Nyl an agreed, and he followed Ayrlyn's steps toward the small fire at the end where the
of ficers got served.

"Did you heal Cerrit, ser angel?" asked the cook, who thrust half a |oaf of black bread on
Ayrlyn's trencher.

Ayrlyn | ooked bl ankly at the red-bearded nman.

"Blond fellow Looked like his forearmwas smashed. "

"He'll heal. Be sone eight-days, but he'll be fine."

Anot her man, bal di ng and breat hing heavily, stepped up. "Wat about G ste? He was the big
fell ow "

"I"'msorry." Nylan took a deep breath. "He was dead before we even got there."

"How many will live? Any of then?" asked the bal di ng man.

"Four. The one with the smashed hand probably won't hold a blade well, but he'll keep the
hand." Ayrlyn turned and wal ked unsteadily toward the dwelling that served as quarters and
headquart ers.

"Why not G ste?" pursued the arnsnman behi nd Nyl an.

"Because the damed bl ade shredded his guts, and even the best healer can't unshred a chopped
intestine." Nylan turned to follow Ayrlyn.

"Don't push it, Delman," cautioned a voice behind the angel. "W're darkness |ucky we got any
healers at all."

Nyl an carried his wooden trencher toward the dwelling, and the shaded side porch on the east
si de.

Fornal already sat on one of the stools on the side porch and chewed on a chunk of greasy
mutton-all the nmeat was nutton, and the aninmals were slowy vanishing, Nylan reflected, doubting
if the remaining strays and abandoned fl ocks woul d be enough to last the summer. Then, would they
and the Lornians survive the sumer, once the Cyadorans decided to act?

Huruc just sat on the top step, chew ng noisily.

The angel smith stepped around the senior arnsman and sat down on the other end of the bench
fromAyrlyn, and after a bite of the tough bread, forced hinself to take a bite of the nutton. It
was greasy-and strong.

"It's pretty fierce," Ayrlyn said with a smile. "But it helps."
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"These are good rations," suggested Huruc. "Tines have been, in the grasslands, where we had
only mol dy cheese and roots-the wild onions."

"I"d prefer they not get any worse,"” answered Nyl an

"So would all the nen," said Huruc, his nouth half-full. He swallowed and asked, "How did your
heal i ng go, angel s?"

"Four of themshould live, three to carry a blade," answered Ayrlyn.

"That's good," said Huruc. "Mst usually die."

"I had heard that the angel healers could heal alnpst all," said Fornal mldly.

"I"'msure the Marshal of Westwi nd wi shes that were true,” Nylan answered blandly, after too
|l ong a pause to think of a suitable answer. "There would be three tines as nmany guards there, if
it were so."

"What about the bl ond?" asked Huruc.

Nyl an smiled. "He should Iive. W stopped the chaos early enough. Even so, he won't lift a
bl ade for seasons. Not until the bones knit. You'll have to nake him a cook's hel per or sonething.
It'1l free sonmeone else to fight."

Ayrlyn asked politely, "Wat happened?"

"We ran into one of their raiding parties. They didn't expect us.

Fornal snmiled. "Not nmany

escaped. "
"How many in the party?"
"A score and a half, 1'd guess.”

Nyl an held back a frown. Hi s guess was that Fornal had caught a scouting group of sorts, not
that Nyl an had any problens with the coregent’'s decision to take themon-not after he'd seen the
bodi es of innocent Lornians scattered across Kula. "A few nore tines, and they nay w sh they'd
pi cked on sone other |and."

"Not the white denmons. They will stay until the last man."

'Then, we'll have to get rid of themto the last man-even if we do it one at a tine."

Huruc | aughed gently. "A nerchant's approach to fighting."

"No," answered Nyl an, after swallow ng another nouthful of bread and nutton, "one that works."

"You angels did not do such," pointed out Fornal

"We didn't have nuch choice, and where we could follow that doctrine we had al nost no | osses.
Westwind lost two-thirds of its original forces in pitched battles agai nst nore numerous
opponents." Nylan frowned at the twi nge through his skull. He should have renenbered that the
order forces of the dammed pl anet never |et himexaggerate w thout rem nding himoften painfully.
Still, the point was basically true

"Because we have not attacked the eneny encanpnent, sone holders would claim| have | ost

honor." Fornal shrugged. "I would not regain it by dying in battle."

Nyl an wasn't sure if that were an apol ogy of sorts, or an observation. "If you drive out the
Cyadorans, won't that suffice?"

"For sone. For others ... they would find some other reason to find fault." Fornal shook his
head with a sad smle and then stuffed a | arge chunk of bread into his nouth. He did not | ook back
at Nyl an

After eating, Nylan wal ked around to the front porch where Sylenia held Weryl.

"Weryl!'" Nylan held out his arns.

"Daaa!" The boy lurched fromthe nursennid s arns and across the planks.

Nyl an scooped himup, and, for a time, just held the silver-haired boy, letting hinself fee
the warnmth, the aliveness. Wryl finally began to squirm

"Sorry, son. You felt so good." Nylan eased hinself down onto the plank floor and set Weryl on
t he pl anks beside him "So good." He still asked hinmself at tines if he were carrying out Istril's
charge as well as he could. He supposed he al ways woul d.

"Ser Nyl an?" asked Syl eni a.

"Yes?"

"Mght | depart for a tinme?"

"OF course." He paused. "Try not to get into too nmuch trouble with your arnsnan."

Syl eni a bl ushed as she rose fromthe bench

"That was unfair, Nylan," said Ayrlyn fromthe doorway.

"l apol ogi ze, Sylenia."

The nursenmai d bl ushed again, but snmiled shyly as she slipped past the angel smith.

Ayrlyn sat on the bench

"Ah-yah!" Weryl tottered toward the redhead. "Ah-yah!"

Nyl an foll owed the nursemai d's progress toward the nmakeshift barracks.

A squat arnmsnan eased his nount toward Sylenia, then spurred the horse away after she spoke.
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The smith frowned and gl anced at Ayrlyn.
"We'| | need to watch that."
He nodded slowy. Along with how rmuch el se, he wonder ed.

LXV

I WASN' T READY for ny first fight." Nylan offered a grimsnile to the levies ranked in three fines
bef ore the sheep-shed barracks. "That's one reason why we've pushed you. | was |ucky, but that's
not something you can always count on." He nodded to Tonsar. "Have them nount up, and check each
man's gear. Then | wll."

" never lets anything past him..."

". . . he talks ... she looks through you . . . and they say she's warm conpared to nost
angels ..."

Al ways the stereotypes-Nylan glanced at Ayrlyn as they wal ked toward the corral and their
waiting nounts. "And they think you're cold,” he said with a | ow | augh, thinking about Ryba.

"For them... | am Ryba wasn't far off about the men in Candar." She shook her head. "If |
appeared at all hunan, they wouldn't respect ne. It's the same for you, except you're a nean
bastard and |'mjust a cold bitch. Bastards get nore respect than bitches."

"Both earned with force."

"Unfortunate, but true. Then, that was true in the U F. A It just wasn't quite so blatant."
Ayrlyn checked her gear, then swung up into the saddle with a fluid grace that Nyl an knew had been
har d- ear ned.

The saddl ed nounts at the other end of the corral circled uneasily, as if they knew the day
were different.

Nyl an refocused on his mare and nounted. Wth a glance at the levies as they noved toward the
corral, he guided his nmount toward the dwelling where Sylenia stood on the front stoop hol di ng
Weryl. He reined up at the edge of the | ane, beside Ayrlyn, then | ooked at Weryl and Syl enia. He
eased the mare closer to the porch/stoop, until he was less than ten cubits fromthem

"Just take care of him" he finally said.

"I will, ser. | will." Sylenia nmet the smith's eyes.

"Take care of yourself, too." Nylan nodded and forced a snile to Weryl.

"Daaa. "

"Be good to Sylenia, Weryl." Wth a last smile, he turned the mare back toward the space to the

north of the sheep shed where the |levies were nounting and sorting thenselves into ranks. He had
to squint nonentarily as he | ooked east, where the sun had barely cleared the low hills.
"Children nake it harder," said Ayrlyn. "Even for ne."
He | ooked at the redhead riding beside him

"He's sweet, |like you nust have been," she said, the corners of her nouth not quite smling.
"Me? The terrible angel ?"
"To fight at all, gentle souls often have to be the npost terrible, to overcone their nature.”

Did they, Nylan wondered, or were gentle souls really gentle at all? He | ooked toward the space
bef ore the sheep-shed barracks, where nen and nounts milled.

"Formup!" ordered Tonsar as he gl anced over his shoulder toward Nyl an and Ayrlyn. "Nesru! You
be the one I'mtalking to!"

"Ser!"

Nyl an repressed a smle as a single chicken skittered along the planks of the former sheep
shed, snapping its beak down to retrieve the smallest of dark bread crusts discarded by sone | evy.
How had it survived? Or were they the equivalent of wild chickens?

"G ve thema last chance to nake sure every man's water bottle is full,"” Nylan suggested in a
| ow voi ce as he eased the mare up beside the subofficer. "That's if you haven't already."

"Told "emtw ce, ser."”

"That's once nore than they deserve,"” said Ayrlyn, "but they're new at this."

Even newer than we are, Nylan reflected, holding in a smle as he caught the grin in Ayrlyn's
brown eyes.

Slow y, he rode down the line of |evies.

"Mearet. .. Were's your water bottle?"
"... check that rear girth ..."
Finally, he nodded at Tonsar. "W'Ill wait for the regent.”

"You ready, angel s?" cane the call-seem ngly wi thin nonents.
"Ready," Nylan confirned.
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Wth a last |look at the dwelling where Sylenia and Weryl still stood watching the riders, Nylan
forced his concentration away fromhis son and onto the ride to Hesra-supposedly the next target
of the Cyadorans, if Huruc's scouts were correct, although it didn't take rmuch guessing. After
their initial swift raids, the Cyadorans seened to be noving fromthe nearest target to each
ham et successively nore distant fromthe copper nines.

Dust swirled up around the angels before the colum even had | eft the holding that had becone
the Lornian canp, and sweat had begun to trickle down the engineer's neck

From out of the dust ahead, Fornal gestured.

"I think the regent wi shes our presence," said Ayrlyn.

"I get that inpression.” Nylan | eaned toward Tonsar. "I don't know how long we'll be, but I'm
sure you can keep themin order."

"Al'l I have to do is tell themwhat you'll do if the regent sees themacting up while you're
tal king." Tonsar offered a broad grin.

"There is that,"” said Ayrlyn with a straight face, "but we will need to | eave sone alive for
the Cyadorans.”

The burly subofficer was still shaking his head as the two angels eased their nobunts onto the

shoul der of the narrow road and up a columm of levies, and then past Fornal's squad of
pr of essi onal s.

The dark-bearded regent continued to | ook at the road ahead to the south for several nonents
after Nylan and Ayrlyn joined him and the three rode silently.

"Your training has been good, but we'll see how well they recall it when blades fly." Forna
gl anced back toward the three squads that trailed his professionals, the |l ast two being those of
t he angel s.

Nyl an coul d sense one thing-his |evies rode better, in better order, and nore quietly than they
had on the way to Kul a.

"Look like armsnen now, anyway," observed the redheaded subofficer riding to the left of
For nal .

Nyl an gl anced at the man, recalling the face but not the nanme, wi shing he were better with
nanes.

"This is Lewa, next senior to Huruc," offered Fornal pleasantly. "He has the Rohrn levies."

"I"ve seen him but I'mnot good with nanes," adnmitted the engi neer

"Not me, either, ser," returned Lewa. "But angels are easier to pick out."

"How far to Hesra?" asked Nyl an

"M d-norning. The Cyadorans will show after that. They don't nobve that early." Lewa snorted.
"They only ride in perfect order, and each one carries a white-bronze toothpick just like the
rider before himand the one behind."

"Does it work?" asked Ayrlyn.

"As long as there are nore of themthan us ... yes." Lewa ran a hand through his short red
hai r.

One rolling hill followed another, with the dust growing with the day, and the grass getting
sparser and browner with each hill. Wether they rode through the depressions between hills, or
along the ridge lines, as the road wandered southward, each hill reveal ed yet another hill simlar
to the |ast.

Just past nmid-norning, at the crest of one hill not markedly different fromany other, Lewa

nodded to Fornal and announced, "Hesra is over the next line of hills."
Fornal grunted. Wen the road had carried themto another valley and turned east toward a gap
between the hills, the regent gestured. "We'I| |eave the road here, angle up to the south."
"That will be a better position on the road fromthe mines," Lewa expl ai ned.
A good two hundred cubits short of the browned grasses that covered the ridge |ine ahead,
grasses that hung linply in the norning light, Fornal slowed his nount, then nodded to the
subof ficer.
"Rein up!" snapped Lewa. Both the Rohrn levies and the nore professional arnsnen halted.
Nyl an sl owed his nount on the dusty grass and stood in his stirrups, echoing the conmand.
"Rein up!" repeated Tonsar
Wth little nore than a ghost of a breeze, the dust began to settle immediately once the horses
st opped.

Fornal eased his nount toward the angels. "We'Ill ride over the top and out along the ridge. You
ought to be able to get a good view fromthere," said Fornal. "The white denons will branch from
the road-they have so far anyway. If they see us, they'll think we're scouts."

Nyl an wondered, but said nothing as he flicked the reins for the mare to follow Fornal. Sweat
poured down his neck, and the space between his shoul der bl ades itched-and it wasn't all that far
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past mi d-norni ng.

Several flies buzzed past his sweat-danpened forehead, and he brushed them away, wi shing
absently for the cool of the Westhorns.

"Hot already," Ayrlyn observed.

"Cool conpared to |ate sumer, angels," answered Lewa.

The ridge was covered with browning grass, with only two | ow trees breaking the grass line, and
one of them was dead. Neither tree was much higher than the head of a nmounted rider

Fornal reined up at the crest, then inclined his head toward the redheaded subofficer.

"Hesra's at the head of the valley where the streamturns. There's an earthen damthere." Lewa
pointed toward a blue oval and a dark splotch to the left. "They use that for ground crops, and
for stock water." The redhead turned in the saddle. "That's the road fromthe nines, and it won't
be long now, |'d say."

The enpty road fromthe southwest entered the valley at the west end, traversed the flat, and
met up with the section they had taken at the gap on the northeast end, |less than a kay fromthe
dark splotch that Lewa had called Hesra. Were the road fromthe nines entered the valley, it was
a line of reddish brown that angled down a brown-grassed hillside steep enough that the parts of

the | ower section of the hill were still in shadow, even late in the norning.

Was the haze beyond the hill a cloud? Nylan shook his head as the dust began to rise over the
top of the hillside.

"We' Il wait until they're on the lower part of the road," Fornal said. "Then we'll hit them
Lewa and | will take the lead. Your job, angels, is to seal off their rear."

The four eased their mounts back beyond the ridge crest, far enough that they could still see

the road, but so the Cyadorans would have difficulty seeing them

Anid the dust cane the shinmer of white, and the glinting of sun on polished shields, as the
white | ancers rode downhill. The van was |ess than a kay before the main body, and Nylan saw no
scout - per haps because Fornal had been nore than effective over the past days in picking off
scout s.

Nyl an studied the precise colunmm of white |ancers, absently estinating the group-three score,
in all-conmpared to perhaps four and a half for the Lornians, but the score and a half of his
troops were greener than the hillside grasses had been a season earlier, and the engi neer wasn't
too certain that the grasses still didn't have nore seasoni ng.

"Seen enough?" asked Fornal. "Let's get themready."

"The Cyadorans are professionals,” Ayrlyn said to Nylan in a | ow voice as they rode back to
where Tonsar and their |evies waited.

"They're well-drilled. That doesn't nmake them professionals. |If Gethen and the scrolls are

right, we and Fornal have nore experience than they do. | also didn't see any archers."”
"Why doesn't that confort me nuch?" asked the flane-haired angel
"Because their good drilling could still kill a bunch of our hotheads?"

"That thought had crossed ny mnd."

"And because archers aren't that effective when you' ve got two bodies of forces on horseback?"
"That, too." Ayrlyn, slightly ahead of Nylan, reined up first.

Tonsar and the levies watched, silently, waiting for the angels to speak.

"The Cyadorans are about to enter the valley on the other side of this hill," began Nyl an
"They'll be on the road. Qur job is to hit the end of the columm and seal off their |ine of
retreat." The engi neer | ooked around. "W have nmore arnsmen than they do. So | don't expect either

probl enms or conplaints.”

Several of the |evies swallowed, including Fuera and Wierek, both of whomwould be in Nylan's
squad.

"We'll each take a squad, like we practiced," Nylan said. "Tonsar, your group will be on the
left, and Ayrlyn's will be on the right, and we'll make this sinple. Just hit the columm straight-
on fromthe side and chop down anyone you can."

", just?" came a nurrmur from sonewhere

"Just," affirnmed Ayrlyn

"Fighting is sinple," added Nylan. "You hit themand kill them before they hit you. You can do
it, and | expect you to." He | ooked around, and saw that the other squads were riding uphill

"Let's go." The nmare followed his flick of the reins, and he found hinself |eading the trot
uphi | I.

Ayrlyn crossed behind himto take the | ead of the right squad, and Tonsar flashed a grin as he
lifted, his blade.

Bl ade? Nyl an wanted to kick hinself as he crossed the ridge and started downhill, toward the
white forces that had still not even | ooked up-or so it seened. The engi neer eased the dark bl ade
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from his shoul der harness. Did he wave it? The business of |eading armed charges was sonethi ng new
to him

Hs lips curled for a nonent, and he made a brusque flick of the shortsword-no waves or
flourishes. "Blades out!" he ordered, just in case soneone el se had made his m stake, but he did
not | ook back, concentrating on the grass ahead, trying to see if there were potholes or the |ike
in the grass.

If there were, the mare avoided them Nylan's squad trailed the others by nearly fifty cubits
when they hit the flat before the road, but it wouldn't matter.

Three doubl ets sounded from sone sort of horn, and the |ancers swung toward the chargi ng
Lornians, not turning to retreat, but dressing ranks, alnpbst automatically, as the Lornians bore
down on them dittering reflections splayed fromthe snmall polished shields, nmaking it difficult
for Nylan to concentrate on an individual |ancer

A faint white mi st surrounded the detachnent, similar to, but subtly different from the
whi t eness that had enfol ded the white w zards who had attacked Westwi nd. The whiteness around the
|l ancers was nore ... ordered, for all the lances of light that played fromthe small and heavy
mrror shields.

Nyl an focused on a Cyadoran who seened to | ead one section, but a tall man in glittering white
besi de the officer or subofficer had pivoted in his saddle and a long |l ength of netal flicked-

i mpossibly swiftly-toward the angel-too swiftly for Nylan to turn the nare.

"That's why they're called lancers, idiot," he murmured to hinmself as he twisted in the saddl e,
and beat aside the glittering lance with the dark bl ade that seened so short.

The | ance shattered, as though it had been made of gl ass, but another |ancer spurred toward
Nyl an, a sabre glittering in the mdday sun, held | ow and angled to bisect the engineer, nore
light glaring into Nylan's eyes.

Nyl an flung his bl ade-al most blindly against the mirror shield s light and nearly point blank-
and threw hinself sideways in the saddle, feeling the sabre catch the edge of his shirt, before
the I ancer slunped in the saddle, grasping at the short sword buried to its hilt in his chest.

Nyl an brought up the second bl ade, struggling to get it out of the waist scabbard, and absently
noting that he should have used the blade at his waist first, because the shoul der harness was
easier to get to. He forced his thoughts away fromthe white pain of death that flowed around him
knowi ng that he had to get back to Wryl.

H s eyes flickered to the scattered individual skirm shes on his right. Only Ayrlyn had cut
through the colum, as he had, and she was surrounded by three of the white-clad Cyadorans. He
turned and spurred the mare toward the three | ancers around Ayrlyn.

The heal er's bl ade wove a web of gray, and as Nylan drew nearer, one of the white-bronze sabres
snapped, the bl ade streaking toward the tranpled reddi sh soil like a crippled |ander. The di sarnmed
| ancer backed off, then spurred his nmount downhill at the sight of Nylan

Nei ther of Ayrlyn's two renamining attackers budged, despite the hoofbeats of Nylan's mare,
hoof beat s that sounded thunderous to the angel. The attackers were spreading, to catch the healer
from each side

Nyl an wi nced even as his blade flashed, cleaving through the unprotected neck of the lancer to
the right. The engineer staggered in his saddle, half-blind again, fromthe white knives that
sl anmed through his eyes and skull with each killing, but instinctively, he raised his bl ade,
though he felt blind.

At that, the remaining | ancer ducked, and pulled his nount away.

While Ayrlyn could have sl aughtered the Cyadoran, she held her blade, then slowy sheathed it
as the handful of lancers retreated through the grasslands, circling back to catch the road.

For a nonent, the silver-haired angel and the flame-haired angel just |ooked at each ot her-
al nost bl ankl y- bef ore Nyl an squinted through the burning in his skull to survey the field.

To his left, Tonsar chevied a group back toward Nyl an

"You |l et himgo," wondered the subofficer. H's nmount's muzzle was smeared wi th foam

"I had to," said the healer tiredly.

Tonsar glanced fromone angel to the other, then shrugged. "Holding off three apiece and
killing two each. That is not bad."

"Not bad... who's he jesting?" came across the space fromwhere a handful of Nylan's and
Ayrlyn's | evies had drawn up.

Nyl an wanted to grin, despite his throbbi ng headache, but nanaged to keep a straight face.

The dust on the hillside road faded, as the handful of Cyadoran | ancers rode back south toward
t he m nes.

Nyl an's urge to grin faded abruptly as the pounding in his skull continued and as he surveyed
the tranmpl ed and dust-swept road and the fields that flanked it, |ooking at the white |lunps and
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the handful of dark-clad figures strewn across the grasslands, and shields that still caught and
threw the Iight.

Was it over? Nylan took one deep breath and then another, trying to slow the pounding in his
chest. His palnms were sweating, and, in addition to his throbbing headache and the sharp knives in
his eyes, the corners of his eyes also stung fromthe salty sweat that had run into them

He took another breath, swallowed, and | ooked around.

Fornal's nen were already stripping the dead, and only a faint cloud of dust showed on the
south road

A short skirmsh, and . . . what? Thirty-five Cyadorans dead, and nore than a dozen Lorni ans,
and who knew how many cut and wounded?

Ayrlyn had al ready di smounted beside a noaning figure, and the engi neer rubbed his forehead as
he urged his mare toward her. Sooner or later he had to reclaimhis first blade- if soneone hadn't
al ready-fromthe dead | ancer

These killings were just the beginning. That was all too clear

LXVI

FORNAL TOOK A small sip, as if he were trying to nake the vinegary wine last, then set the
eart henware nmug on the rickety table that had once been the dining table for the Kulan hol di ng.

Nyl an took a sip of his ordered water, watching the shifting shadow profile of Ayrlyn cast by
the candl e. The heal er sipped wi ne, even nore infrequently than Fornal, the circles under her eyes
even deeper than those under Nyl an's eyes.

Lewa coughed, once.

Nyl an tried not to breathe too deeply of sweat and grinme and dust.

Al four |ooked through the dimlight at Huruc, who used a whittled stick as a pointer on the
crude map spread beside the candl e | anp.

"The scouts say that they'll head for a little place called Yasira," the subofficer said. "They
were setting up for nearly fifteen score, just like they did for the second attack on Hesra."

Lewa | ooked down at the battered plank fl oor.

Nylan didn't like the rem nder. Every tinme the Cyadorans ran into trouble, they just increased
their forces. Before long, they'd only be using five or sixscore |ancers-or nore.

"Too many for us now?" suggested Ayrlyn.

"We have score six, with another score or so coning fromthe Carpa area in an eight-day or so."
Fornal shrugged and fingered the nug. "W cannot attack or defend against score fifteen."

"So why don't we take a troop and warn the |ocal s?" asked Nyl an

For nal frowned

"Qur nmen could use the exercise, and it will make life harder for the white denons. They
woul dn't get any supplies-or fewer-that way."

"We don't knowit's Yasira," said Huruc slowy. "And the people mght not |isten anyway."

Nyl an t hought. They m ght not. The peasants weren't fond of anyone's armsnen, but he could try,
and it should nmake the locals nore likely to hide food or nove it, and that would cut into the
Cyadorans' foraging efforts.

The candl e flickered behind the sooty mantle with a sharper gust of hot wind that slipped
through the hal f-open rear door to the main room of the dwelling.

The bl ack-bearded regent fingered the earthenware nug and waited.

Nyl an swal | owed, trying not to burp nutton. "Fine," Ayrlyn said after a nonent. "We' Il watch
and if it is, we can nove faster, and we'll warn whoever it is. If they get a warning, naybe they
can nove out for a time. That should frustrate the Cyadorans sone."

"This woul d be a good exercise for your |evies," suggested Fornal. "W would stop any scouts,
of course, and oppose any other . . . attacks." He finally took another sip fromthe nug. "It
m ght at that," Nylan agreed, understanding all too well Fornal's neaning. The regent wasn't about
to admt to inability. The angels could, and that would tarnish their reputation, but Fornal was
going to renmain the i mage of Lornian nobility-or whatever

"What ot her ideas do you have that night reduce their numbers? W cannot prevail against
endl ess lines of lancers, but"-Fornal frowned-"many of the holders of Lornth will doubtless find
fault if we do not show results quickly. They would fault any commander who told villagers that he
could not protect them"”

"There are always sonme in power like that. Anywhere,” Nylan said.

"True that nmay be, but with a regency council, we are nore vul nerable. So, angels, any thoughts
you m ght have woul d be nost wel cone."
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Nylan tried to concentrate. The white soldiers used |ighter weapons-hand to hand the Lornians
al ways won-but it sel dom got to one-on-one. Wiy? Because there were far nore Cyadorans and because
they generally operated in large fornations?

"W need to set traps of some sort. Let ne think about that, and I'll |et you know after we get
back." As if he didn't have enough to think about. His eyes went toward the closed door in the
rear corner of the room behind which, in the evenings, Sylenia either knitted or watched Wryl or
did stitchery or all three-especially when Nylan couldn't even spend time with his son. He wanted
to shake his head, but didn't.

"I will be waiting with interest,"
and draining the dregs.

said the regent with a faint smle, before |ifting the nug

LXVI |

IN THE GRAY light that was neither night nor dawn, Ayrlyn and Nyl an studied the walls around the
mning canp fromthe hills to the north. Already thin w sps of snoke drifted upward fromthe
vari ous chi meys behind the walls.

"Despite Fornal's slights on the rising habits of the Cyadorans, soneone is up early,"
whi spered the redhead. "A | ot of soneones.”

"Makes sense. It gets hotter here than anywhere we've been so far.'
sweat that threatened to run into the corners of his eyes. "Today's going to blister ne.

"Here they cone,"” said Ayrlyn.

Nyl an shifted his eyes to the m ning conpound where the gates opened with a screeching that
carried the several kays to their hilltop vantage point. Two |long colums of white |lancers trotted
out fromthe gates. Behind them even nore snoke swelled fromthe chi meys of the ol der buil dings,
presumably fromthe snelting furnaces or whatever they used to nelt the copper out of the crushed
ore.

"That's enough." Nyl an nodded, and the two crept back toward their nounts, the drying grass
rustling with their passage.

Behi nd them the sun peered over the hills of the eastern horizon, and began to glitter off the
smal | mirror shields of the Iancers.

They rejoi ned the squad anot her three kays down the road.

"Wn't they see our tracks?" asked Tonsar

"OF course,"” answered Ayrlyn. "That's the point, this time. W want themto feel watched."

Finally, Tonsar nodded.

Nyl an turned toward the two nen he and Ayrlyn had picked as scouts. "Diess, Restr, once we get
to the first crossroads, you'll wait there. If it looks like they're not going to Yisara, D ess,
you ride and tell us. W'll be outside Yisara. Restr, you follow themat a safe distance to see if
you can see where they are going. If they seemto go straight, right toward Yisara, just stay in
front of them Restr, |like we discussed, until you get closer to the town. Then break off and head
for the grove. Do you understand?"

Whet her they did or not, both nmen nodded.

Nyl an | ooked back, twice, before the two di sappeared behind the hill crest overlooking the
road. He hoped that they had understood, but that was another problemin an honor-bound culture.
No idiot wanted to appear cowardly-or stupid-even if the results were disaster

Once the scouts were out of sight, Nylan exchanged gl ances with Ayrlyn, and the squad began the
ride to Yisara.

It was past md-norning when Diess cantered up to the small grove of trees-Nylan didn't know
what kind, except that they weren't olives-that nmarked the crossroads outside Yisara and provi ded
the only shade in kays.

Nyl an stretched, blotted his forehead again, and wal ked toward the arnsman. The angel engi neer
seened to sweat all the tine, while his |levies seenmed confortable in |Iong-sleeved shirts.

"They're... comng," gasped the armsman as he reined up

"You have a nonment. Drink something," suggested Ayrlyn.

Di ess glanced at Nylan, who forced hinself not to second Ayrlyn's suggestion. Finally, Diess
unstrapped the bottle and uncorked it and took a quick gulp. "They still march straight for
Yi sara, sers. Mre than tenscore." The scout coughed, then took another swig. "The dust... it
makes it hard."”

"How | ong before they get here?" asked Ayrlyn, with a glance toward the scattered dwellings and
outbuildings in the brown-grassed vale a kay west of where Nylan's and her squads were drawn up

"M dday, ser. Could be later."

Nyl an bl otted away the
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Nyl an blotted his dripping forehead. H s face kept getting red and burned, and he was going to
have to wear sonme sort of hat if the days got any hotter-if he wanted any skin left on his face.

"Mount up!" ordered the redhead.

"What said the scout?" asked Tonsar, |ooking at Nyl an

"They' re maki ng a good pace toward Yisara, and it can't be any place el se." The angel engi neer
coughed to clear sone of the dust fromhis throat, then swng up into the saddle.

Once nounted, he glanced toward Ayrlyn, and then around the grove. Two nmen still straggled.

"Move it!" snapped the redhead, and Nyl an grinned, then wi ped the grin away as she turned the
nmar e.

As they headed toward the center of Yisara, Tonsar, Nylan, and Ayrlyn rode abreast-the road was
barely wi de enough for three nounts.

"Too bad we don't have any ways to stop them sonething besides blades." Nylan shifted his
weight in the saddle, trying to relieve what was beconming continual soreness. "But everything ...
everything has to be made fromscratch, even wire. Wre would help in setting blades and a bunch
of things. Sone nails are made fromwire." He was ranbling, but sonetines it hel ped. Most tines it
didn't.

"Wre?" asked Tonsar, as if he had never heard of the naterial

"Metal drawn so thin that it's not nuch bigger around than a thread," Nylan said.

"Jewel ers use it," said the subofficer, "but why woul d you want wire?"

"Iron wire," Nylan said futilely, shifting his weight in the saddle. "Does anyone make it?"

"I have never heard of such.”

Ayrlyn offered a faint grimsmle, and, in turn, shifted her weight in the chestnut's saddle.
The smth shrugged. Probably iron wire was sonething he could create-that required a draw ng
wheel and a precut die through which the nmetal could be drawn. But how useful would it be for the

effort it took? Maybe it would be better to set up pikes in trenches or sonething.

Nyl an reined up in what seemed to be the rough center of the village, beside an enpty buil ding,
one wi thout shutters or doors. He glanced around as the squad behind himreined up as well.

The inhabitants of Yisara couldn't have nunbered nore than a hundred, not with only a score of
hones, and twice that many outbuildings. As in Cynya, the outbuildings were sod-roofed, for the
nmost part, and the dwellings were plaster or stucco walled with |ight-colored paint that was
either peeling or sun-faded and stained into pink by the ever-present red dust. "Now where?"

"The biggest dwelling?" suggested Ayrlyn.

"Since the owner has the nost to | ose? Wiy not?" Nylan turned his mount north, toward the sole
two-story dwelling, one laid out in a square, apparently around a central courtyard.

As the riders neared, the shutters slamed shut, and a single face peered fromthe half-opened
front door.

"Hello!" called the angel

"What want you?" asked a stocky man in a graying shirt.

'To warn you that the Cyadorans-the white denmons-are riding toward Yisara. They intend to take
everything they can, and kill all they find."

"Why should we |isten?" asked the gray-haired nan. "Wy should you care? Both Lornth and Cyad
are far. You lords of Lornth have cared little, except that we provide |levies for your wars and
food for the miners."

The man probably had a point. Still..

The angel shrugged. "We don't kill everyone in the town. That's what the Cyadorans did where
people didn't |eave."

"And you will not protect us?"

Nyl an gestured to the nounted squad behind him "W do as we can. WI| these stop score-fifteen
| ancer s?"

"Then why do you tell us when you can offer nothing?" The nman squared his shoul ders and
shrugged.

Nyl an took a deep breath. "There is nothing stopping you fromleaving the town and hiding-if
you want to live."

"And what life will we have if our houses and grain are gone?"

"What life will you have if your head is gone?" countered Nylan. "You have tinme to nove your
stock and families."

"Far enough to outrun the white denons?" The man shrugged. "I think not."

"Fine," said Nylan. "You have been warned. If you choose to stand here and wait for the white
death, then it is on your head."

"And on yours, lord of Lornth, for you have no honor if you will not protect your |ands."

"In the end, we will drive out the Cyadorans," Nylan said quietly, "but Lornth was not built in
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a day. Nor was Cyad."

"As darkness wills." The man wal ked into the house.

"See? And what good was this day?" asked Tonsar

"Sonme of the peasants are worse than Fornal ," nuttered Nyl an.

"I'"ll bet nost of themhide or leave," said Ayrlyn. "They just woul dn't give you that
satisfaction."”

"l hope so. | hope so."

"They will stay and be slaughtered |ike the hogs they are," predicted Tonsar

Nyl an and Ayrlyn exchanged gl ances.

"That may be,"” she finally said.

"We need to find another way to stop them" nmurnured Nylan, nore to hinself than to the others.
"There has to be away . . . has to be."

LXVI | |

NYLAN TURNED THE heavy bl ade with the tongs, then brought the snaller hanmer down behi nd the edge
of the cherry-red netal, once, tw ce.

Cl unnng! d unng!

Al t hough the sun had barely cleared the eastern hills and the dawn breeze had not quite died
out, sweat poured from Nylan, even while he worked in only trousers and a | eather apron

He rai sed the hanmer again, using each blow to narrow the base of the blade edge. Should he add
a bl ood gutter?

No. Too much time involved, and that would involve totally reforging each bl ade

"What do you think you're already doi ng?" he murmnured.

"Ser?" asked Sias, pausing in punping the bell ows.

"Not hi ng. Nothing." Nylan turned the bl ade again, checking the.heat in the metal, both by eye
and with his order senses.

Dust rose fromthe broader fields to the west of the corral where Ayrlyn and Tonsar worked the

squads through a series of nounted drills, trying to drill the levies into anticipating the Mrror
Lancer noves and devel opi ng qui cker responses.
"So ... the angel smith works bl ades, and the angel heal er works men?"

Nyl an gl anced up fromthe anvil to see Fornal, nounted, |ooking at the coals and then at the
darkening iron of the blade Nylan worked.

Si as, hands on the bellows, |ooked inploringly at the smth.

"You can get sone water. Take a quick break," Nylan told the arnsnan/apprentice. The | anky
bl ond man bowed to Fornal and eased off toward the well behind the dwelling.

"You train themwell in discretion, too, | see."

Knowi ng Fornal would take awhile to get to the point, the snith eased the bl ade back onto the
forge coal s.

"What are you doing to that blade?"

"Fullering the edge and case-hardening it." At least, that's what Nyl an thought smiths called
narrowi ng the cutting edge and adding a thin layer of hardened iron/crude steel

"I woul d have said that was a waste two ei ght-days ago." Fornal frowned, and the stallion
si dest epped. "But none of your |evies broke. Sorme died, but they didn't run." The bl ack-bearded
regent forced a smle. "You will give ne trained arnmsnmen ... but they will never attack Westwi nd,
will they?"

It was Nylan's turn to frown in puzzl enment.

' They see what two of you do, and the word is already out. They say, 'Best |eave the angels
alone.' O 'Better on our side than the other.' "

Nyl an shrugged and wi ped the stream ng sweat out of his eyes. "We're trying to throw the
Cyador ans back."

The regent nodded. "You may well, but Lornth will never be the same. For that, angel, | cannot
say | ampleased." Fornal's lips curled. "W nust choose between bl ack angels and white denons,
and neither is to ny liking. Still, for better or worse, you keep your word, and that is far nore

than one can say about the white denons."
After a nmonent, Nylan asked, "Were are you headed?"

"We think they will scout out Jirec. The | ocals have foll owed your exanple in Yisara, but... if
we take out the scouting party, that will incline themin.that direction-and renove nore of the
denons." Fornal smiled briefly. "Your levies will go out tonorrow."

"We'll be ready."
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"Good." Fornal gave a quick nod and turned his nount back toward the nounted squads that
gat hered by the barn barracks.

Nyl an eased the bl ade off the coals. He could harden at | east a handful, perhaps nore, and that
woul d hel p, naybe nmake then strong enough to shatter a few nore of the white | ances.

LXI X

A SINGLE CYADORAN scout wheel ed his nount off the road and began a headl ong gall op toward the
right side of the Lornian line-and Nylan. The dust fromthe Cyadoran's nount's hoofs rose like a
brown thunderstorm bl ocking the angel's sight of the rest of the squads farther to the left and
around the gentle curve of the road. Light reflected fromthe round shield, glittering and making
Nyl an squint.

The angel raised his second blade to throw, but he didn't have to because Ungit and Wier ek,
trailed by Meresat, swept toward the lancer. The white's sabre slashed at Ungit, and red sprayed
across the levy's upper arm even as his blade spiraled into the red dust. Wierek's heavier steel-
edged bl ade smashed the |ighter sabre aside, and Meresat's edged crowbar crushed through the
conparatively thin burnished arnmor. The circul ar polished shield bounced al ong the grass,
reflective side down.

"Frig!" Ungit held his arm sweat beading quickly on his forehead. "Frig . .. frig."

"Wierek! Help Ungit get that arm bound,"” Nylan said. "W don't need anyone surviving the
Cyadorans and bl eeding to death."”

"Ser." Wierek eased his nount up beside the balding Ungit.

The dust settled as quickly as it had risen in the hot and still air, except for what coated
the Lornians and Nyl an-and the scattered bodies. Nylan's neck itched, and so did his danp hair.
H s ears hurt and itched where the flaking and sunburned skin had begun to peel

Nyl an surveyed the road-no dust, no fleeing riders-just ten riderless mounts. And one wounded
armsman- Ungi t- and one dead. Nylan didn't even renenber the fellow s nane, just that he'd been
clumsy in practice. A handful of the armsnen-Nylan guessed they rated the termas nmuch as sone of
Fornal 's men-had di smounted and were | ooting the bodies of the Cyadoran scouts.

"Make it quick!" bellowed Tonsar. "Cuplek! You get Fienc's body on his nount."

n '\m?ll

"You! Unless you want nme and the angels to help you join Fienc."

"Yes, ser."

"Siplor-you and Meresat get the nount detail. W can al ways use nore nounts, one way or
anot her . "

Nyl an turned his nare back to the place where he'd thrown his first blade, sheathing the second
in the shoul der harness.

An arnmsman, already |ooting the corpse, |ooked up, then quickly extracted the dark gray bl ade
"Yours, ser?" Nesru extended it sheepishly, hilt first. "You get his purse ..."

"You can keep it." Nylan took the blade and wiped it on the cloth tied to his saddle, then
sheathed it and nmassaged his forehead. The one man he'd killed had been enough

Then he eased the mare toward the burly subofficer who had reined up on the center of the road.
Ayrlyn was guiding her squad fromthe east toward the rest of the group

"We got themall," she said, just loudly enough for her voice to carry. Dark bl otches stained
her vest.

Nyl an | ooked cl osely at the stains.

"Not mne. He got closer than I'd like. Those damed shields are distracting."

"I see." He raised his eyebrows.

"I"'mnot as good at throw ng bl ades as you are. That means they get closer."

"The shields give ne trouble. That was why | threw the blade. | only do that when I'min rea
trouble,” Nylan confessed, turning his nount and nodding to Tonsar

"We're always in real trouble ... anynore,” she rmurnured.

Wth that, he had to agree.

"Formup!" Tonsar ordered.

For a time they rode quietly through the md-afternoon, the road dust nuffling the clopping of
hoof s, but sifting through every opening in Nylan's garnents, or so it seemed. He tried not to
scratch too nuch, and concentrated on listening to the |l ow comments that drifted forward fromthe
squads behind them

"How di d the angels know they were there?"

" we didn't have any scouts ..
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"... you want to be a scout? Wite denons don't take prisoners . "
don't care how they do it. "

Nyl an gl anced at Ayrlyn. Despite the furrowed brow that indicated the sane kind of splitting
headache he suffered, he could see a glint in her eyes.

"You're getting better at sensing people," he said quietly.

"The weat her's easier." She nodded. "I can alnost ride the winds sonetinmes."

Nyl an shook his head. "How you do that. . ."

"To each her own-or in your case, his own. You can feel the grain of those nmetals you forge,
and they feel |ike opaque blackness to ne."

Nyl an took a square of worn gray cloth fromhis belt and blotted away sweat and nud fromhis
forehead and cheeks, then replaced it, and shifted his weight in the saddle. The nare whi ckered,
but did not increase her neasured pace northward.

Nyl an | ooked back sout hward.

"There's no one close,"” Ayrlyn confirned. "They won't keep letting us do this, you know. "

"The Cyadorans?"

"We've been getting nost of their snaller parties. Life may be cheap here in Candar, but even
the Cyadorans are going to stop traveling or scouting in small groups." The heal er stood in her
stirrups and nmassaged one hip. "Wn't ever get used to this."

"You already are.'

"Not really."
"You think they'll start attacking in force?" the snmith asked. "Just in force."
"That's what 1'd do. I'd have started sooner."” Ayrlyn closed her eyes for a |ong nonent, and

an could alnost feel the relief across the few cubits that separated their nounts.
"Way don't they use white wi zards?"
"Maybe there aren't too nany."
"Even m ghty Cyador has but few of the white mages," confirned Tonsar. "They do not wish to
send them beyond the white walls. That is what ny sister's nman said, and he once guarded the great
Hi ssl.™

"Could it be that there are limts to white wizardry?" Nylan's tone was nocking.

"Way not? There are linits to everything else.™

Nyl an nodded. But what were the limts to w zardry, or nagery, or whatever it was called,
whet her white or black? He | ooked at the dusty road northward, |eading back to Kula . . . and
Veryl .

Ny

LXX

YESTERDAY, YOU BROUGHT back ten nmounts and left ten dead scouts. Three days ago, we slaughtered
twenty. For nearly three eight-days, we have bled them yet they have not left Lornth." Forna
rai sed his eyebrows as his eyes went fromLewa to Huruc, and then to Nylan and Ayrlyn.

The candl e stub behind the glass mantle flickered. Lewa cupped an enpty nug between his hands,
his eyes darting fromthe regent to the angels and back to the regent.

"I'f we had attacked themthree eight-days ago," Nylan answered slowy, "you would have few
armsnen |l eft, and the Cyadorans would be marching toward Cynya. If they didn't hold it already."

Fornal |ooked at the nmug. "Hot ... and sour, like your truths." He set it on the rickety table,
whi ch wobbl ed. The shadows on the dingy wall wobbled as well. "So we have preserved Lornth-for
now. The Cyadorans will do sonething. Wat think you, angel s?”

"Sooner or later, they'll send a big force after us," Nylan predicted. "They'l|l have to." The

wine in his nmug was al nost untouched. One sip of near-vinegar had been enough, even if it deadened
the snell of sweat and bl ood.
Huruc took a quick and small sip, his eyes never |eaving Nylan's face.

"I would have acted. You would have, | think, yet they have not. \Wat do you judge they wll
do, and when?" Fornal took another sip fromthe nug, nade another face, and set it down.
"If you were the ... lord of the Cyadoran forces, how would you explain how you keep | osi ng nen

and nounts to a bunch of barbarians?" asked Ayrlyn. "They think we're barbarians-that's their
attitude-and they have to do sonething."”

"You think so?" asked Huruc.

"What did they do to the people in Kula?" Ayrlyn raised her eyebrows, her hair glinting in the
light fromthe single candl e, despite the soot on the chipped glass mantl e.

"Killed them™"

"They mutilated them" added Nylan. "Even the children. Renmenber the |lord of Cyador's response
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to your scrolls?"

"There is that," rmused Fornal

"When they send out large parties, we've nanaged to warn the locals, and we don't attack. So
they don't get much. We've been pretty successful picking off their scouts and snaller forage
parties. How would you feel ?" pursued Ayrlyn.

"I would be angry," adnmitted the coregent. "You did the warning, though. Did the |ocals heed
you?"

"They said it wasn't honorable,"” adnitted Ayrlyn, "but as soon as we left, so did they."

"Peasants . . . they talk . . ." Fornal took another swig of the wine, followed by another
face. "You ask questions, angel. Wiy do you not say what you nean?"

"Wul d you keep sending out snaller groups of lancers and arnsnen if you had nore arnsnen than
your eneny?"

Fornal frowned, and Nylan wanted to grin. Ayrlyn, w thout making a direct point of it, was
refusing to be intinidated by the big young nobl e.

"Why . . ." Fornal nodded. "l see your point. Wat would you have nme do?"

"Be ready .to nove," Nylan said, "to another base. They can't keep sending out their entire
arnmy. If they try it again, then perhaps-1 nay have sone ideas-we can create sone damage at the
m nes while they're trying to sweep the countryside."

"Sone holders would call that a retreat, at |east behind ny back," Fornal pointed out.

"Moving is not retreating. There is a difference. W take another position and keep fighting."

"I will think about how | nust report this so that our actions are not nistaken." The bl ack-
bearded regent stood and stretched. "Thinking and hot w ne-enough to spoil anything for an
arnmsnan."” He offered a quick grin before he strolled out of the dwelling's main roomand into the
war m ni ght .

"Good eve, angels," added Lewa as he stood and foll owed Fornal

Huruc sat and | ooked down at the nug. After a nmonment, he turned his head toward Ayrlyn. "Wat
you say makes sense, but | fear it." He paused. "Tell me, angel healer, why | fear your counsel."

Nyl an and Ayrlyn exchanged qui ck | ooks.

"It appears | amright to fear," added the armsnman with a | augh

Ayrlyn nodded. "Wat we do has been effective, has it not? And it will becone nore effective.
That will sting the lord of Cyador, and he will send nore arnmsnen. It's always that way." She took
a deep breath. "Then we will have to find out howto kill those men, and, if we succeed, he will
send nmore. In the end, either Lornth or Cyador will fall."

"That was fated fromthe beginning,” Nylan said softly. "The mnes were only a ganme for the
| ord of Cyador to see how he could conquer Lornth. Cyador is not ruled by grassland bandits |ike
Lord Il dyrom And Cyador does not believe in honor as Lord Fornal does."

"I have known that," Huruc answered, "and it gives ne no confort." He rose. "I thank you for
your straight words, though nany would not, if they knew them Best they do not. Good night."

After the older armsman left, Nylan stood, as did Ayrlyn. "Now what?" he asked.

"We figure out how to change the world-or we die." Her words were cold, and so were her hands,
despite the eveni ng heat.

LXXI

THEY SKULK AROUND and wat ch," snapped Matorphi. "If we ride out with | ess than twoscore | ancers,
they wait, and then they attack, and run. W've lost half our scouts, ten at a crack, twi ce, and
nmore than a few in sone skirmi shes, and that one tinme where we |ost nearly a half conpany." He
scow ed. "Three nmen left."

"They only attack when they have an advantage in nunbers," added Azarphi, his narrow face
shimering in sweat. "If we ride out with nmore, nothing happens.”

"One on one, they're no match for a Mrror Lancer," said M at or phi

Maj er Pi ataphi frowned. "Some nust be. One of their war |eaders sliced right through a bl ade
and a shield. Funssa brought back the shield. Another shattered a |lance and a sabre with a short
bl ade. "

"So ... we nove in |arger groups."

"That's not the point," countered Piataphi. "That neans they're using blades wi th sharp edges,
and not just those metal bars they call swords."”

The two captai ns waited.

After a nonent, the nmjer continued. "The sooner we get rid of themthe better. Have you
| ocated their canp?'
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"It's here, we think." Azarphi pointed to the nmap. "One of the smaller hamlets where we renoved
all the contraries in the first sweep."

"Take the entire Fourth and Sixth Lancers." Mjer Piataphi frowned. "And the Eighth. Attack
their base. Their 'honor' will nake themdefend it if we attack-and that will be the end of them™"

"What if they show sone commmon sense and retreat?" asked M at or phi

"We | ose nothing. Destroy the canp. Raze it to the ground. Then they will have a | ess suitable
base. W will keep doing that until they have no place suitable.” The majer snmiled grimy. "And we
only nmove in forces of two conpanies or nore. That should put an end to these efforts to whittle
away our nen."

LXXI |

NYLAN LONERED THE hanmmer and turned the cooling blade, but it |ooked and felt right. Fromthe
partial shade under the eaves, his eyes strayed toward the tranpled grasslands beyond the corral
where Ayrlyn again worked the levies in the already hot m d-norning sun.

He smiled. No longer, not after the skirm shes, was there such reluctance to the drills. Sone
of that was doubtl ess because several of those who had been clunsy or reluctant were dead or
wounded. Still, neither the other levies nor the professionals drilled, and, after a while, it
nmi ght be a problemto keep upgrading the skills of the angel-Ied squads.

"You can stop pumping,” the smth added to Sias. 'Take a quick break."

Fornal strolled toward the makeshift snmithy as the apprentice trotted toward the well and as
Nyl an slipped the blade into the cooling tank, not nuch nore than bracki sh water, and not nearly
so effective as what Hi e had used on the Roof of the Wrld.

"I see why you didn't allow your trainees to practice with bl ades,
narrow bl ades break nore often, though?"

Nyl an set the blade on the forge stones to anneal before turning to face the bl ack-bearded
regent. "They might. W work on how to avoid taking a big blade straight-on. That's hard on both
the arnsman and a bl ade. Besides, the point is to take out your eneny, not bang up his bl ade."

Fornal nodded. "You have a different view of arns."”

"l suppose so. W don't like to fight." The smith shrugged. "If we have to, we want to get it
over as quickly as possible, with as little injury to us or to our armsnen as possible."

"Are all angels that way?"

"Most of them Ryba likes to huniliate her personal opponents as quickly as possible, | think.
She' s good enough that it's never been a problem" Looking over Fornal's shoulder, Nylan could see
a line of dust on the south road. "Do you have scouts out? Soneone's riding hard."

The dark-haired regent glanced south for a nminute, then back at Nylan. "Qurs. Perhaps the
Cyadorans are on the nove."

"I'd be surprised if they weren't. Enpires don't |ike being stung by wasps, especially
bar bari an wasps." Nyl an grinned.

"You are pleased to think of yourself as an insect?"

"Fornal ... as you pointed out, I'mnore interested in what works than in how | |ook." Except
that you like to be well thought of as nmuch as the next person. Nylan repressed a frown at the
i nadvertent self-correction. Whatever it was about Candar, he was having nore and nore trouble
decei vi ng hinsel f-about nmuch of anything. "Not that | nmind | ooking good," he added to quiet the
twinges in his skull.

"It is good to know that a terrible angel has sonme vanity." Fornal did not quite grin as he
wai t ed.

"More than sone,"” Nylan admtted

Fornal did offer a faint snile

The rider guided his dust-streaked nmount straight to Fornal, reining up, then swallow ng as he
| ooked at the regent. "Mist be nore than score twenty riding this way-still nore than ten kays
sout h, though,"” panted the scout.

"Score twenty? Al nounted?”

"Yes, ser."

"CGo," snapped Fornal. "Send Huruc, Lewa, and the other angel here."

The scout flicked the reins and turned his mount toward the barn

"Should we fight?" asked the regent after the sweating scout trotted toward the barn barracks.

"Agai nst that many? Why? W can keep picking themoff, bit by bit. This attack just points out
that what we're doing is right." Nylan paused as Ayrlyn rode up and di smount ed.

She tied the chestnut to a corner post and stepped toward the two nen, her face inpassive. "Bad

said Fornal. "Don't the
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news? A big Cyadoran force?"

"G frac says there are score twenty," answered Fornal

"We rmust have upset them" observed Ayrlyn.

"I don't think it takes much," said Nyl an

The three waited as Huruc and Lewa strode across the dusty ground toward them The sol e chicken
pecked at the ground along the east side of the old barn, ignoring the hurrying humans and the
armsnen who gat hered and wat ched the five.

"Gfrac said the white denons were bringing score twenty agai nst us.'
neut r al

Lewa just bobbed his head and waited.

"I do not like to retreat," Fornal said. "You know that. But a dead comander does not fi ght
agai n, nor does one without many arnmsnen." He offered a grimsnile. "W nove to Syskar, and then

then we kill nore white denons."

"I'"d better get the nmen | oaded out," said Huruc.

Lewa nodded once nore and turned to follow the senior arnsnman.

"Qurs are nostly mounted al ready, because of the drills this norning, but they' |l have to get
gear." Ayrlyn inclined her head to the regent, then turned and untied her nare.

As Fornal wal ked toward the dwelling, presumably to gather his own gear, Nylan turned back
toward the snithy and an open-nout hed Sias.

"Sias! Unfasten the anvil-knock it loose if you have to. We don't have tine to waste. Dunp the
anvil, the bellows, and the tools in the wagon. Any of the bagged coal. Forget the |oose coal ."

"We aren't holding here?" A puzzled |look crossed the face of the |ank blond man, and he brushed
back a | ock of sweat-stained hair

"Not this tine."

Si as shook his head. "I thought you angels . ." Nylan paused. "Sias ... we're not gods. W're
peopl e, and the Cyadorans have about twentyscore troops marching this way. If | got |ucky and
wanted to conmit suicide, maybe | could stop a dozen-individuals, not scores. How many coul d you

Huruc's voi ce was

stop?"
The arnsman/ apprentice | ooked down at the dusty clay. ".. . hoped ..."
"We're not giving up, damm it! In a couple of days, we'll be back killing Cyadorans."

Unfortunately. "Now, let's get this packed up so that we have the gear to keep giving themfits."

He gl anced toward the dwelling where Sylenia stood, Weryl in her arms. Her entire body posture
refl ected concern and confusion. "I'll be right back. | need to get Sylenia noving, too. Start
with the anvil and the tools. "

LXXI | |

NYLAN LOOKED DOWN at the line of bricks and stone. This tine his makeshift snmithy was in the
remmants of a chicken coop- but he needed some sort of roof as protection froma sun that kept
getting hotter with each passing day. H's eyes went to the tile-roofed and heavy-wal | ed house that
quartered two subofficers, the regent, two angels, and a nursenaid, and child. The thick walls
kept the dwelling fromgetting nmore than hot enough to roast meat during the day, but the place
was dark and snelled nol dy, although how any place that warm could snell noldy was beyond the
smth's know edge.

Syskar was a few kays farther fromthe mnes than Kula had been, and ten kays farther west, and
ten kays nore distant from Lornth. The haml et was smaller even than Kula, and the streamwas a
mere trickle that barely sufficed for the nore than a hundred horses. Nylan snorted. Mre |like a
hundred and several score. Before long, the way things were going with the captured nounts, they
ni ght have spare nounts for every Lornian

In the afternoon heat, half the squad sat under the eastern eaves of the |long roof of what had
been the winter sheep barn. It was too hot in the still air to rest inside the heavy pl anked
walls. Ayrlyn had the other half with her, scouting the area, and seei ng where wat chposts shoul d
be establ i shed.

The sound of hoofs broke the hot stillness as Sias drove the teamtoward the hol ding. The wagon
shuddered to a stop less than ten cubits fromthe chicken house smthy, and a bl ack-faced Sias set
t he brake, then clanbered down. The one thing that Syskar did have was a small seam of coal
al rost played out, but with enough to feed Nyl an's forge-once Sias chipped the dark rock away from
the walls of the near-abandoned pit trench

"There shoul d be enough for an eight-day, ser

"You don't know how fast a forge can go through coal ."
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The | anky armsman sl ow y shook his head.

"Let's get it unloaded. Then you can take care of the horses."

After the two shovel ed the rough chunks of coal into a pile, and Sias |led the teamtoward the
corral, Nylan stepped toward the forge and | ooked at the short heap of white-bronze bl ades. He
needed a cl osed container first-the tubing would cone | ater

The white-bronze bl ades held sone order, like his own dark iron bl ades-sonethi ng he had not
anticipated, not after sensing the whitish chaos that seemed to mist around the Cyadoran forces.
After studying the top blade, turning it, and letting his perceptions range across and through it,
he set it back on the pile, and took his own blade fromthe scabbard hung in the corner, and gave
it the sanme scrutiny.

He frowned. There was definitely whiteness within his blade, alnobst as though he had
i nadvertently w apped order around chaos to bind it-but he had never even thought about that, not
before the tree dreans and his binding order with chaos in healing Nesslek. Finally, he replaced
the bl ade. Specul ations weren't going to solve his technical problens.

By the tinme the cookfires had added snoke and grit to the dusty air, as well as the odor of
burned fat and strong mutton, and the chinme had rung, Nylan had little nore than two sheets, of
bronze-or was it brass? No, brass was softer, he thought, and used zinc as an all oy.

"Let's bank it," he told Sias. "Enough for tonight. The bronze is harder to work, and ... never
m nd. "

" Har der ?"

"You have to be nore gentle. | punched through nore than once, and you saw the probl ens that
caused." The smith racked the tools. Once he was satisfied the smthy was as neat as possible and
the coals were safely banked, he headed for the well. He needed to wash up-badly-before he ate.

The evening neal was as strong as the odors had suggested, and eating around the battered
trestle table in the dwelling with Fornal, Lewa, and Tonsar-none of whom pl aced bathing high on
the list of daily rituals-didn't help the offenses to Nylan's ol factory system Nor to Ayrlyn's.
She excused herself even before Nylan, and Fornal only grunted.

After forcing hinself to eat and finishing what he could, Nylan escaped the hot table in the
mai n room of the dwelling by followi ng Ayrlyn's exanpl e and headi ng for the shadowed front stoop
on the north side of the structure.

He paused in the doorway, listerling to Sylenia and Ayrlyn singing.

"Ch, Nylan was a mage, and a mghty smth was he.

Wth rock fromthe heights and a |lightning blade built he..."

The smith held in a groan and stepped out onto the stoop, keeping a smile on his face, mainly
for Weryl, since Ayrlyn wasn't deceived by such

Ayrlyn continued to strumthe lutar, but her eyes sniled as she wound up the song. Then she
turned to Sylenia. "You need tine to yourself, whatever . . . but don't believe everything that
Tonsar says."

The nursenmaid fl ushed.

Nyl an scooped up his silver-haired son and hugged him just holding himfor a long tinme, until
Weryl began to squirm

"Al right... all right." Nylan sat down in the shade on the fired nud tiles of the stoop
setting Weryl so that the boy stood between his knees.

"Enyah .. ." Weryl jabbed a hand toward the bl ack-haired nursenaid as she wal ked through the
| ong shadows that presaged twilight toward the well, toward the long and | ow former sheep shed

that served as the barracks for all the arnsnen. "Enyah."

"That's Sylenia. She's good to you." And good to us.

"Does it bother you?" asked Ayrlyn from where she sat propped up beside the door Nylan had
rehung with a crude . strap hinge he had forged.

"That he's taken to her?" Nylan shrugged. "I don't know |If he'd stayed with Zel dyan, he'd be
fond of her, too. It's better this way in some ways-but he's had rashes, and sunburn, and that
insect bite. It's a good thing you're a healer.”

"You' ve healed as nmany minor injuries as | have. Mire probably." Ayrlyn offered a faint smle
"Way don't you think of yourself as a heal er? Does identifying yourself as a smth and engi neer
mean you can't be a heal er ?"

The silver-haired angel rubbed a stubbly chin, extending an armthat Weryl pronptly grabbed.

"Daaa! "

Nyl an smiled at his son

"Wel | ?" prodded the redhead gently. "Wiy don't you want to think of yourself as a heal er?"

Was it that he thought healers were sonehow ... unmanly? No ... not exactly, because he'd
certainly tried to heal enough people in Wstwi nd after discovering the innate talent. Did he fear
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that being | abeled as a healer would force himto prove nore? O was it that he thought being a
smth and engi neer was nore valuable . . . nore prestigious?

"I"'mnot sure... probably a conmbination of a ot of things." He eased hinself down a step to
follow Weryl as the toddler clinbed down the steps.

Nyl an's eyes caught a novenent, and he paused as the squat brown-bearded | evy stepped toward
Syl eni a. She shook her head, her face set.

Nyl an's fingers reached for the blade at his hip, but relaxed as Tonsar strolled fromthe de
facto barracks toward the woman. The | evy backed away.

The shadows did not hide what seenmed to be a wide and shy smile from Sylenia as the subofficer
near ed.

"Tonsar seens wel | -neani ng enough, for all the bluster.
to hi mabout Syl enia?"

"Li ke your engineer self-definition, his bluster protects him And yes, we should."

"Do you know who that |evy is?"

"Tregva or Tregvo, sonething like that."

"He's been wat ching her."

"I told Tonsar," Ayrlyn said. "He said that no one woul d bother her."

"Enyah!" Weryl began to totter toward the well.

The smith found hinsel f wal king after the boy and scooping himup. "Let her be, young man." He
lifted the boy to his shoul der and turned back toward the dwelling where he set Weryl on the
stoop, seating hinmself so that his body and | egs bl ocked the steps.

"Enyah?"

"Later." Twilight or not, Nylan found his forehead dripping. "Darkness, it's hot. These people
really are descendants of the O d Rat denons."

"I't's not even the hottest part of the summer, yet." The corners of Ayrlyn's nmouth turned up in
the di mess of the covered stoop. "They think we're descendants of the ice angels, remenber?"

"Crazy universe ..."

"I don't think we've found out how crazy," Ayrlyn said.

Despite the heat, Nylan shivered at the certainty in her voice.

Nyl an paused. "Think we ought to talk

LXXI V

FORNAL SAT ON the sole stool at the end of the trestle table, next to the nug and uncorked bottle
of vinegary anber wi ne. He picked up the bottle and filled the nug. "Hope this has fared better
than the last."

"I't should." Nylan had tried to sense the handful of w ne bottles and had picked what felt the
| east di sordered

After a swallow, Fornal w ped his nouth with the back of his hand. "Best of a bad |lot. Too hot
here for good wine." He took another swallow. "You wanted to talk."

On the bench across the table fromthe one on which the angels sat, Huruc and Lewa nodded in
turn, the candl e throw ng exaggerated shadows of their nmotions on the blotched wall behind them

"We shoul d nake Jirec our 'official' canmp," suggested Ayrlyn, taking a swallow of water from
her nug.

"Even | know Jirec is not a good place for our canmp,"” said Huruc. "The streamis drying up, and
die wells are brackish.”

"Brackish," echoed Lewa. "It is too close to the canp of the white denons."

"Say on," said Fornal nmildly, refilling the nug before him "W build sone |arge cookfires,
spend a day or so there, clang a few chines, and get our friends to cone visit. And we give thema
surprise party."

Fornal and Lewa exchanged puzzl ed gl ances. Huruc and Nyl an grinned.

"What sort of surprise?" asked Fornal cautiously. "We set up a trap. So far, we've been fairly
strai ghtforward. Barbarians don't do sneaky things," Nylan explained. "The Cyadorans know you
woul dn't consi der such a devious schene." He wanted to add sonething to the effect that honor
forbade it, but decided agai nst pressing Fornal

"If you wish to attenpt such a ... a schene," Fornal finally said, "I w sh you and your |evies
well." He drained the nmug in a single gul p-admrable restraint, Nylan suspected, for the young
regent.

At least he hadn't openly called it dishonorable, Nylan reflected as he answered. "W shoul d be
able to kill nore than a fewif we set it upright." He smled at Fornal. "That way you will have
fewer to face in open battle." H's guts twisted- the order fields didn't |ike deception, not in
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him anyway, and the disconfort was continually getting worse.

"I am beconing nore glad that you fight for Lornth,” Fornal said slowy. "I do not like this
dodgi ng and plotting, but the white denons have not been honorable. While you undertake this,
will return to Clynya to raise nore arnmsnen to replace those we have lost. | trust that will not

be a probl en?"

"No," said Nylan. "We will work to ensure you return to face fewer of the Cyadorans. W will
have to gather a few things, |ike mattocks and shovels and picks, and | will have to forge a few
items."

"Do what you nust." Fornal picked up the bottle as he stood. "This was al nbst decent, angels."
He nodded stiffly. "Good eve." Then he carried the bottle to his room The door shut firmy

"I must go. To the barracks." Lewa rose.

Only after the other subofficer left did Huruc shake his head. "You angel s nmake them
unconfortable," he said in a | ow voice. "Ser Fornal knows he nmust win, but he struggl es agai nst
the old traditions. Lewa-he cannot see beyond what has al ways been."

"And what of you, Huruc?" asked Nyl an.

"The world is changing. A handful of wonmen and a single nage have destroyed the m ghti est
gathering of arnsmen in ny lifetinme. Three nighty white wi zards perished. A snmith and a nage takes
a smal |l heavy bl ade and disarns the mighty and apol ogi zes for his skill." Huruc smled ruefully.
"Yet... honor should serve men, not destroy them" He rose. "I, too, must check my nen."

At the door, the armsman turned. "I hope you are as successful against the white denons as you
have been against Lornth." Then the subofficer disappeared into the darkness.

"I do, too," offered Nylan, watching the flicker of the candle change the size of Ayrlyn's
shadow on the wall

"W will be." Then Ayrlyn's fingers reached across the table and twined with his. "W can't do
anyt hing nore toni ght. Success or not, life is short. And Sylenia is nmeeting Tonsar in the old
hayl oft, and Weryl is asleep.”

Nyl an squeezed her fingers in return. They rose, side by side, and eased toward the door to
their room

The smith hoped that, later, he did not dreamonce nore of trees filled with both order and
chaos. His daytinme existence had far too nuch of each ... and yet. .. yet... he knew he needed to
expl ore whatever the tree dreamor nessage- nmeant. He just didn't know when he had tine.

"Later," Ayrlyn whispered.

LXXV

...AND SO IT cane to pass that Ryba was the | ast of the angels to rule the heavens and the ange
who set forth the Legend for all to heed. Yet Ryba did not wish the Legend to | eave Westwi nd.

For with the going forth of the prophet Relyn, who told all east of the nighty Westhorns about
the Legend and the triunph of order, Ryba becanme nore di spl eased, and called unto her all those of
her guards.

And fromthat day did the new angels accept no nman full-grown, no matter how ill or disabled,
| eaving any man found in the donmain of Westwind to make his own way or to perish upon the Roof of
the Worl d.

Nor was any man raised in Westwind allowed to lift a blade, for it was foretold that when a man
next lifted a bl ade would Westwi nd soon fall, but until then would Tower Bl ack hol d agai nst al
Candar, east and west, and even against all the mages of the world.

When word carried to Tower Black that the smith Nylan forged m ghty bl ades again, and that
those of Lornth warred with ancient Cyador, the black stones shivered with the foresight of the
Angel

Then did Ryba announce that Lornth would rue the day it put its trust in the iron of Nylan and
the songs of Ayrlyn, for all that a. man builds with iron will fall to iron, and the songs that a
man finds sweet can carry no truth.

And the guards of Westwi nd hardened their hearts, as cold and terrible as the ice that never
| eaves Freyja.. .

Book of Ayrlyn
Section |
(Restricted Text)

LXXVI
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NYLAN PATTED THE nare's neck, easing her into a wide turn, and rode slowy back toward the south
end of Jirec, trying to see the approach to the abandoned ham et as the Cyadorans night, On the
right side of the road were the remnants of a |long ani mal shed, the west end col |l apsed, so that
the ruins | ooked |ike an earthen ranp. Beyond the sod-roofed shed were the bl ackened walls of a
dwel i ng that had been fired by the Cyadoran sweep of the ham et eight-days earlier

Thin plumes of gray snoke-cookfires for the "Lornian camp"-rose fromthe far end of the rough
oval of dwellings that clustered around the seasonal and now dried-up watercourse.

If Kula and Syskar were ovens, Nylan reflected, Jirec was an antique bl ast furnace where a | ow
wind carried gray grit everywhere, pitting building walls and renoving all col or, roughi ng exposed
skin and faces, irritating already over-stressed eyes, shortening tenpers, and turning every scrap
of food into sonething resenbling internal sandpaper

He blinked, trying to let his tears dislodge another fragnment of w nd-blown grit, as he rode
slowy along the rutted way until he neared the small olive grove where eight arnmsmen- and Ayrlyn-
| abor ed.

"I amnot a laborer," said Fuera, under his breath, looking up fromthe thigh-deep trench, then
| ooki ng away from Ayrlyn, whose eyes fl ashed.

Nyl an turned in the saddle. "Ayrlyn didn't want to hear your conplaints, Fuera, and now you're
bitching to nme. Neither of us wants to hear it. W' ve been doing our best to keep you alive, and

you keep conplaining. Do you think Ayrlyn likes plaiting grass? O that | |iked sharpening pol es?"
H's arms went to the scratches across his uncovered forearns. "Your bladework has gotten good
enough that you could rejoin Huruc's squad. If you keep it up, | just mght let you. Besides, why

conpl ain now? You' re al nost done."

Fuera | ooked down at the shovel and resuned diggi ng.

" may be tough, Fuera, but nost'd have flogged you or killed you ..
poor Fuera doesn't want to get his white hands dirty..."

Ayrlyn continued to rough-plait weed stal ks and grasses into mats whi ch she had stacked al ong
the trenches. Meresat laid sticks across the conpleted trenches, then set the mats over them
concealing the Iines of sharpened poles that angled up, before gently covering the mats with a
thin layer of gravel and dirt-sonme of which blew away even before touching the mats.

Nyl an gui ded the nmare around the road. He gl anced toward the trenches opposite the olive grove.
That part had al ready been conpleted. "You have that nasty | ook in your eyes again," he said as he
drew up beside Ayrlyn and | ooked down at the redhead. "The one that says people are going to get
hurt."

"If | have to go back to basket-weaving, soneone is going to pay for it. | don't get to ride
around | ooki ng inportant.”

"I did cut and sharpen nost of those poles,
barrier."

"Let's hope this works."

"I't should. The Cyadorans are arrogant enough to ignore nost of the details. They always attack
later in the day.” He pointed. "The shadows fromthe olives-1 think they're olives, anyway-they're
already hitting on the covered trenches."

"You're sure they won't see thenP"

"That's where the archers cone in. You don't |ook at the ground when people are firing arrows
at you, particularly dunb barbarians."

"So . .. they'll keep moving?"

"That's the general idea.”

Ayrlyn tossed out another mat and stretched. "That should do it." She wal ked back across the
road and toward the side of the grove farthest fromthe road to where she had tied the chestnut.
She eased her water bottle fromthe holder, uncorked it, and took several |ong swall ows.

"That's better. This place is dusty."

"Let's take a |l ook at where we set up for the archers, and then check and make sure Tonsar has
everything ready to bring to the diggers if the Cyadorans show up." Nylan waited as Ayrlyn
mounted, then let his mare walk slowy away from where the eight nmen conpleted the last trench. If
the Cyadorans didn't show, then they'd start addi ng another trench or so at twilight and finish
early in the norning.

North of the olive grove were nore burned-out buildings- a dwelling, two sheds, and the earth-
banked and stone-walled ruins of a |ong barn. The faint odors of death and charcoal swirled
together with the grit of the hot |ight w nd.

Nyl an swal | oned and pointed. "W can hold all the nobunts here. You can't see themfromthe
grove or the road."

"This is the third tine you've told ne," Ayrlyn answered with a hoarse laugh. "I believed you

he pointed out. "And I was lugging stones for a
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the first tinme."

Nyl an grinned sheepishly. "Sorry."

They rode past the back of the burned-out dwelling where Nylan had built a ten-cubit-1long stone
barrier from behind which they would be able to use their bows. He hoped his skills with his
conposite bow hadn't deteriorated too nuch.

Then they headed north, toward their tenporary quarters and the nock "Lornian" canp that
consi sted mainly of outsized cookfires and all-too-rustic quarters in a nostly roofless barn

Tonsar paced toward the two as they reined up, swinging a short length of rusty chain, alnost
idly.

"How much | onger m ght we be here?" asked Tonsar. Behind him in the shade of the hal f-burned
barn-stable, were ranked the arnmsnmen's nounts, saddl ed and ready. Most of the arnsnen sat or stood
under those undanaged parts of the roof that provided shade fromthe unforgiving sun. Ayrlyn and
Nyl an had been rotating the diggers and trap-builders, so that no nore than a third of their force
was | aboring at one tine. "Been near three days . and no one cones."

"They' Il be here,"” Nylan said, shifting his weight in the saddle and blotting his forehead.
"They'l| be here."

"You may not have to wait that nmuch longer." Ayrlyn pointed to the southeast, where a single
rider galloped along the dusty road through Jirec, skirting the olive groves, nuch as Nyl an had.

"He be riding like the white ones are behind him" agreed the burly subofficer

The three watched as the rider pulled into the holding, glancing fromone end of the former
barnyard to the other before seeing the angels and heading toward t hem

"They' re conming! Scores of them They got those long stickers,"” gasped the slender arnsnan.

"How far back?" asked Ayrlyn.

"Not nore than five kays."

"Are they riding hard?" Nyl an pursued.

"No, ser." The scout swallowed. "Measured pace,

"We've got enough time to do it right," Ayrlyn said,

i ke al ways."
noddi ng to Tonsar

"Siplor! Get out there to the traps, and tell "emto clean up and nmount up!" Tonsar gestured,
then marched toward the half-walled quarters, tossing the -chain over the end of a charred tinber.
"Form up!"

"Buretek! Ailsor! Get your bows!" Ayrlyn's voice cracked across the conpound Iike a whip. "W

need to set up."

The other two archers scranbl ed across the barnyard toward their
chestnut and began to head back toward the anmbush point.

Under the hot sun and clear sky, Nylan waited, his skin itching fromsweat and dust, his face
burning fromthe same. He . forced hinself to watch, then eased out his water bottle and took

mounts, and Ayrlyn swung the

several |ong swallows. Comanders were supposed to
He replaced the water bottle slowy, deliberately,
Al t hough the arnmsnen seenmed frozen in nol asses,

be calm even when their hearts were pounding.
then shifted his weight in the saddle slightly.
Ayrlyn was |l ess than half a kay ahead of Nyl an

when the remai ni ng arnmsnmen had nmounted up, and the snmith flicked the reins.
"Let's go."
"I see no dust," said Tonsar
"CGood. "

When they had crossed the center of the | oose grouping of devastated structures and reined up
behi nd the I ong shed that would shield themfromthe view of the Cyadorans as the white | ancers
entered Jirec, Nylan turned his mount, raising his hand for quiet. Siplor and the diggers were
al ready nounted and waiting. Meresat grinned, but Fuera avoided | ooking at the angel smith.

"I"ve told you, and Tonsar's told you, but I'll say it again. Wether you live could rest on
how qui et you are. So don't say anything. We'll be back to | ead you agai nst the denons." He
gestured toward the other side of the ruined shed/barn. "The four of us will be less than two
hundred cubits away, and we'll be getting the whites as confused as we can. Then, it will be up to
you to finish the job." He nodded curtly, and turned his nount.

Ayrlyn and the two archers had their bows out and arrows set up for easy reach by the tine
Nyl an had tethered his nmount and carried his own conposite bow and shafts behind the barricade on
the south side of the ruined dwelling.

"Tonsar got themmoving fairly quickly," said Ayrlyn,
pl anks.

"He wants to get

"I wonder why."

They bot h | aughed.

The silence, broken only by the hiss of the hot breeze,

noving to make room for Nyl an behind the

back to Syskar."

dragged out.
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"Still no sign of them" rmurmured Buretek

Ai | sor nodded.

Stillness descended agai n.

"What are you thinking?" Ayrlyn asked.

"I still wonder why they don't use archers nore."

"After all the effort it took to nmake those arrows for Westw nd, you wonder?" Ayrlyn | aughed
softly. "Arrows take effort; they get lost, and a lot don't ever hit a target, and it takes tine
and effort to train an archer. Swords don't get |ost, and anyone can sort of sw ng one."

"Ch ... in awy it makes sense, but bows are about the only standoff capability in a lowtech
culture.”

"You're al so assuming that those who fight want a standoff capability."

Nyl an nodded. Fornal -or the anonynous hol ders he always quoted-didn't seemto like it-that was
certain.

Anot her stretch of quiet fell

"You can just see the dust rising above the road," said Ayrlyn in a |low voice. "There."

The dust continued to rise, as the first white-clad riders appeared, noving at the neasured
pace that all Cyadoran forces affected. dints of light flickered fromthe nmirrored shields and
bur ni shed bl ades.

Wien the |lancers were al nost a kay short of the first dwelling in the hamet, a series of
triplets sounded-on-key. The entire colum seemed to stop, then thicken, before flow ng out on
each side of the rowto formthree-deep ranks of the |ancers.

The first line of lancers noved at a quick trot, the small shimrering shields worn on their
left arns, the long white lances all resting on the | ance guides at the sane precise angle.

The Cyadoran |ines passed the ruined ranplike shed, the hoofs of their nounts al nbst druniike
on the dry ground, and swung toward the olive grove and the snoke of the "cookfires" beyond. Not a
word passed the lancers' lips, and the hoofs continued to drumthe hard dry ground.

"Al'l right,” Nylan ordered. "Let's start the fun." He raised the conmposite bow and rel eased the
shaft.

Not a single lancer even blinked, fromwhat Nylan could tell, as the shaft whizzed t hrough the
ranks. Nor did his second shaft hit.
Frig it! Sure, it'll hurt if you kill soneone, but you'll be dead if you don't and that'll hurt

more! His third shaft struck true, and a lancer staggered in his stirrups.

Ayrlyn rel eased a shaft. "Not as good as your bow "

Buretek followed Ayrlyn's exanple.

Bef ore the Cyadoran | ancers reached the flat before the olives, the four with bows had | oosened
nearly twoscore shafts, and perhaps eight or ten |ancers had fallen, nostly wounded, although
wounds tended to be fatal eventually in lowtech cultures, Nylan suspected.

"Faster! Now " he ordered, as the lancers neared the conceal ed trenches. Arrows sleeted toward
the white forces for several nonents

Then, abruptly, nore than a dozen nounts went down where the weakened road caved in, and even
nore when those who foll owed, dodging the fallen horses and | ancers, ran afoul of the staked
trenches and struggling downed nounts. The glittering reflections fromthe nmirror shields sprayed
in all directions.

The screans of the horses bothered Nyl an, but he pushed themout of his nind. "Keep firing!"

Wth barely noving targets, the four were far nore effective than earlier, but the massed
|l ancers still began to nove across and around the trapped area.

"Let's go." He touched Ayrlyn's arm She jabbed Buretek, who nudged Ail sor

The angel snmith and Ayrlyn pulled thensel ves onto the nounts waiting behind the burned-out
house. So did Buretek and Ailsor

As Nyl an rode around behind the ruined barn, with Ayrlyn beside himand the others behind him
he lifted the bl ade- the one fromthe wai st scabbard. He | ooked at Tonsar. "Now" Slowy, too
slowy, the double squad that had forned behind the low walls of the ruined structure began to
follow hi mwestward, as if fleeing-until they reached the gentle hill that conceal ed them from any
who m ght watch or follow Then, they turned back south and began to parallel the incom ng road.

If the lancers saw the dust, he hoped that they woul d believe the Lornians were stil
retreating. But no one followed- the Cyadorans were disciplined-perhaps too disciplined for their
own good.

Nylan nentally filed that datum for future consideration and concentrated on the rough side
road that | ed back to the main road-behind the Cyadorans. There wasn't nuch cover, but if the
| ancers were prepared, well . . . the Lornians had everything with them and they coul d head back
to Syskar, with virtually no | osses. Even the tools had been parcel ed out anong the Squads.
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The Lornian force quick-trotted toward the rear of the lancers, the | ast squads or conpanies

still jamred up by the confusion of trenches before the olive trees, their eyes forward and
focused on the conmotion ahead of them
Nyl an hated | eading charges. Hi s riding skills were newWy acquired enough that he still feared

bouncing off the nmare or sone other probable occurrence. But if he or Ayrlyn didn't |ead, who
woul d fol | ow?

Only a single Cyadoran | ooked back, his nmouth opening, as if in slow notion, and the rearnost
dozen of the white lancers fell before the others understood what had happened. Then | ances began
to swing, and shimering round shields, and white bronze sabres to rise and fall as the rear of
the white forces began to respond to the attack

Nyl an forced his own bl ade agai nst a | ancer whose lance tangled in the stirrup of the flanking
| ancer. The man dropped the | ong shaft and grabbed for his sabre, but the angel's sword was
qui cker .

Nylan willed hinmself to hold on to his blade as the inevitable wave of whiteness and pain swept
across him trying to keep his guard up even as he shivered in the saddle fromthe inpacts of the
currents of chaos and deat h.

Fromthe corner of his eyes, while fending off a lance that seened a kay long, the snmith could
sense one... two... three . . . purple-clad figures tunbling. It was time to cut their |osses.

"Back! Now" His voice seened lost in the grunts and swirling dust, but Tonsar repeated the
command, and slowy the Lornian arnsmen di sengaged, straggling away in groups.

Only the tops of the grayish olive trees were visible clearly, with all the dust that swirled
across and around the road.

"Back to Lornth!"™ Nylan ordered again, lifting his blade and bl ocking the thrust of another
I ong | ance, before driving the shortsword across and severing the wood. The |ancer urged his nount
away fromthe angel; Nylan Il et himgo and, after scanning the interm xed purple and white figures,
pull ed the mare back fromthe fray.

A gl eam of red caught his eyes, as Ayrlyn's blade came around in a short arc. Another |ancer
swayed in his saddle, and both Ayrlyn and Nyl an shuddered.

"Back . . ." he half-yelled, half-gasped.

"You . . . first. " She followed the retort with a savage grin.

" fine . " He hal f-guided, half-willed his munt back to the road, gesturing to the
others with the shortsword as he did. "Break it off... now Now, frig it!"

A handful, including Wierek, turned toward him followed by another group

As he led the retreat, Nylan kept |ooking over his shoul der as yet another three arnsnmen pushed
their nounts to rejoin the retreating Lornians he and Ayrlyn | ed back toward Syskar. H s head
t hrobbed; his fingers ached; and both forearns were a welter of cuts and scrapes, none deep, but
al | bl ood- streaked.

"W coul d have nade anot her pass,
above the clop of hoofs. "W had 'em
"How nany of us would a |last pass have killed?" asked Ayrlyn, rubbing her forehead. "W | ost

too many anyway."

Nyl an stood in the saddl e and | ooked back toward Jirec, where the dust still swirled as the
Cyadoran force rode toward the still-burning cookfires. He made a count of their force, but it
took several attenpts because his vision flickered with the headache. N neteen, besides the two of
them and Tonsar. He'd only seen six to eight Lornians fall. Maybe a few of the missing arnsnmen
would find their way back to Syskar. Maybe not.

"W | ost eight-nmaybe as nmany as twelve," Nylan said as he returned his concentration to the
road ahead, inadvertently massaging his forehead. "How nany did they | ose?"

"Forty-twoscore, |'d guess," Ayrlyn said. "Could be nore."

"Twoscore," said Tonsar with a laugh. "Not even ser Fornal has taken that many with all his
men. "

Nyl an al nbst wi nced. That wouldn't set all that well with the touchy regent, although he was
sure Fornal would disnmiss the results because they arose from di shonesty and deceit.

Hi s head ached, and his vision strobed, as if flicked with the reflections fromthe damed
Cyadoran shi el ds, but he managed to keep riding. In nbst ways, they'd barely started their
canpai gn agai nst the Cyadorans, and he was wondering how nuch | onger he could keep it up

"As long as we have to," said Ayrlyn quietly.

Nyl an still wondered.

said Drossa from behind Tonsar, his raspy voice carrying

LXXVI |
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IN THE HOT ni ght that baked Syskar, Nylan |lay back on the lunpy strawfilled nmattress, rubbing his
tenples, and trying to nassage away the headache that still hammered through his skull

"Ooooo . . ." Weryl turned on his own small pallet, and Nylan could sense his disconfort with
the heat-or was Weryl picking up what they felt?

"We can't do that again,"” Nylan repeated to hinself in a |ow voice. He alnbst grinned as he
| ooked at Sylenia's enpty pallet, but he also hoped that she wouldn't regret giving herself to
Tonsar-or get left with a child.

"You've said that three tines," Ayrlyn whispered. "W did what we could. W |ost nine out of
thirty-five. W destroyed four, five tines that nunber."

"They have a lot nmore troops. Overall, | figure that we've lost a score and a half in less than
four eight-days. The Cyadorans have | ost at |east score seven, could be score nine, but they
started out with something |ike score twenty, and they can probably get reinforcenents nore
easily."

"I wonder. Fornal brought back al nbost a score of raw trainees for us."

"Great. Back to the basic drills."

"Tonsar can do some of that."

Nyl an shrugged, then asked, "Now what? Wat other trick can we pull out of subspace or the | ow
tech equival ent?" He shook his head. "Not gunpowder ... we don't have the industry ... or the
chem stry to refine the raw materials. At least, | don't."

"How about incendiary grenades or sonething like that?" asked Ayrlyn. "Couldn't we figure a way
tolob or fire theminto their bases?"

"That m ght work, but what burns in this society?" nused Nylan. "G ls, pitch, but | haven't
seen any around here . . . grease, tallow, | suppose."

"Coal gases?" asked the redhead.

"How do you get then? If | could figure out a way to heat coal in an airtight oven-that's
destructive distillation, but that takes too nuch technology. | might be able to nake the gas, but
how could | store it or transport it? That |eaves natural stuff-like pitch or asphalt, but you
asked Fornal and Huruc about that, didn't you?"

"There's an asphalt | ake somewhere in Cyador, according to runor, and sone in eastern Candar,"
Ayrlyn said. "None around here."

"That |leaves ne where | started, with a crude distillery. | asked Sias about what people
fernmented around here. He stamrered for a while, but it's the sane as anywhere-stuff with high
sugar content-fruits, berries, grapes, and, around here, there's a tuber-they call it fat grass-"

"Ch... was that what they were digging up?" Ayrlyn nade a face. "Tonsar insisted | chew a
little of it. It tastes like glue laced with solvents."

"You got it-it's nmore starch than sugar, but there's a lot of it." Nylan sighed. "Fernent and
distill it. Maybe mix a little wax with it... | don't know. And we still have the delivery
problem They used to shoot flaming arrows at things, | read sonmewhere, but that wouldn't work
agai nst soneone as disciplined as the Cyadorans. They'd have a fire brigade out before the second
arrow hit."

"I ncendi ary grenades," Ayrlyn repeated, a touch of asperity in her voice. "A cohol in glass
bottles. | could build a catapult."

"Could you get it to throw sonething far enough? | thought catapults were big heavy things that
it took teans of horses to drag into place."

She sm | ed. "Wat about one portable enough to break down and reassenble in noments? W coul d
sneak up at night and drop in a dozen incendi ary packages and scoot off."

"Coooo . .." Weryl turned on his pallet.

Nyl an reached out and patted his back gently, then |ooked through the darkness at Ayrlyn. "Can
you?"

"I can try."

The smith tried to repress a frown.

"I can," snapped Ayrlyn.

"Sorry ... | was thinking about sonething else. This honor bit. W're better off avoiding
conmbat, stretching them out, destroying equi pnent and supplies. Half the arnmsnmen-not to nention
Fornal -think that's cowardly. So we'll probably have to keep raiding some, and try to avoid big
detachnments of Cyadorans." The smith snorted. "OF course, they' Il be trying to avoid sendi ng out
smal | groups. Before long, if Fornal's right, about half the holders in Lornth will want to chop
us into little pieces for being cowardly."

"The faster we start destroying Cyadoran material and supplies, the nore time we get."

"Ch, because they aren't as likely to cone running after us if they' re on the defensive?"
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"Right. Also, the locals will understand that we're doing sonething. " Ayrlyn was the one who
frowned. "What if the Cyadorans start really reinforcing the mnes?"
"That won't happen right away. First, no conmander who supposedly has superior forces wants to

go running honme to Daddy inmediately. At least, |'ve never net one-here or in the UF. F. And
second-"

"No one who's not there is going to believe himinmed atel y?"

"Exactly."

"But when they do ... what do we do?"

"We dig up sonething else cowardly,"” Nylan said. "Assum ng Fornal doesn't insist on wagi ng war
in the traditional-and sure to | ose-manner."

"Each tinme we bring in sonething new, he'll have nore difficulty accepting it,"'
Ayrlyn.

"You have that right... and how. " Nylan shifted his weight on the lunpy nattress again, rolling
into Ayrlyn.

"Careful there.”

"Sorry."

"Pl easant dreans."

In the darkness, the smith shrugged. "I don't know. | keep dream ng about trees."

"You, too? Still?"

"I take it that trees also infest your dreans?"

"They aren't dreans, exactly," Ayrlyn said slowy. "They don't feel like dreans. It's nore |ike
I'"mseeing sonmething in a new way. "

"A new way? That has to nean sonething."

predicted

"I't has already," she pointed out, half-yawning. "lIt's hel ped with Nessl ek and t he healing.
Maybe there's sonething el se about the trees that will help."
"Trees are going to solve our problen?" The smith shook his head. "Hardly. | just wish | knew

what it meant."” He shifted his weight, nore gently, and squeezed her shoul der
Her |ips brushed his neck. "Good night."

LXXVI I

NYLAN PUSHED BACK the fl oppy hat he'd taken to wearing when working in the sun-except for drilling
or riding on patrol with the squads. Already, it was sweat-soaked, and m d-norning had yet to
arrive.

He stirred the ness in the second crock, quickly replacing the earthenware top, and noved to
the third crock, where danpness around the base told himthat yet another exanple of his copper
work was failing. He forced hinmself to take a |l ong, slow, deep breath. Wiy did he al ways have to
| earn through his m stakes?

Because you don't |earn any other way, stupid. He took another long breath, trying to rel ax
tight nuscles that seenmed to grip himfromneck to toe

Syl enia, holding Weryl's hand, slowy wal ked with the boy along the |ine of clay crocks toward
the well beyond. The yell ow gray dust puffed around her sandal ed feet, and her nose wrinkled as
she glanced at Nylan. "It snmells terrible. Wrse than the beer vats in Niset."

"Smee ... tah ..." Weryl affirmed, abruptly sitting down in the dust.

"It won't get better soon.” Nylan eased the crock's cover back in place. At least, in the
sumer heat of southern Lornth, things fernmented quickly.

Syl eni a bent and took Weryl's hand, half-urging, half-dragging himto his feet. "Cone on. W
need to get the water."

"Wadah. "

"Yes, water," Sylenia agreed.

Nyl an noved to the next crock. He had two bronze-brass distilling containers ready. One needed
repairs-a pinhole | eak he hadn't seen or sensed-and the second had no cover. He'd put off
finishing that until he saw whet her he could even form enough of the tubing he needed.

The hot wind swept across the yellowed ground, picking up and carrying grit that, day after
day, ground itself into all of their skins. Nylan blinked away nore grit as the gust of w nd died.

Lewa wrinkled his nose as he approached. "You cook up a denobn's brew, ser Nylan."

"It's just the beginning, Lewa." Nylan readjusted the soggy hat. "We'll need a | ot nore crocks.
O brass containers. |I'mreally just testing the fernmentation with these."
"Beggi ng your pardon, ser... for what reason do you stew the fat grass?"

"Let's just say that we're working on another way to get rid of nore Cyadorans, a way that
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doesn't involve killing as many of our people.”

"Ah . . . hmmm"

Nyl an answered the expression, and the question that Lewa had not asked, with a friendly snile.
"Don't you think nmost of the nen would rather face fewer of the Cyadorans and have a better chance
to prevail ?"

"Ah . . . yes, ser." Lewa nodded.

As Lewa left, Nylan could sense the purposeful steps were headed straight for the regent, with
yet another tale of the strangeness of the angels. He took a deep breath and turned fromthe
crocks. Before long, Fornal would be at his el bow, but Nylan hated explaining anything to Lewa,
because the arnsnan invariably got the explanation scranbl ed.

As he crossed the dusty ground toward the forner chicken coop where Sias shovel ed nore coa
into the crude forge, Nylan | ooked back at the Iine of crocks that Sylenia and Ayrlyn and a half
squad of |evies had gathered from around Syskar.

He still needed to create tops with tubes in them and tubing and collection systems-if he
coul d.

"The white bl ades, ser?" asked Sias when he saw the smith nearing.

"Unl ess soneone's broken a bl ade. Those cone first."

"No, ser."

Grateful for the shade offered even by the rough and split planks of the forner chicken coop
roof, Nylan set aside the soggy hat and blotted his forehead. Syskar was so hot that there weren't
even any stray chickens--just sand rats and snakes and scattered goats.

Nyl an wondered about the goats. They weren't supposed to be good for dry grasslands, from what
he recalled. He studied the anvil for a nonent, then eased the broken Cyadoran bl ade onto the
coal s. The hardened bronze had proven easier to work than iron, but also easier to damage and ri p.

"Alittle more with the bellows," he called to Sias.

The arnsman began to punp as Nyl an extended his senses to the heating blade. After a tinme, the
angel snmith extracted the bl ade section and began to hammer the softer metal around the thin iron
rod he had forged fromleftover scraps of nmetal gathered fromboth Jirec and Kula. He continued to
extend his order senses to ensure there were no holes in the netal as a short |length of tubing
began to energe

There was probably a better way to form copper, bronze, whatever the copper alloy was. The
probl em was that he didn't know what it was. His attenpts with nolds had been a disaster, and he'd
tried cold hammering, and hanmering out the nmetal when it was hot, but not hot enough to be easily
mel | eabl e-and ended up with an uneven sheet, with things |ike pinhole |eaks.

He had finished not quite a cubit of bronze tubing when the dark figure of Fornal energed from
the squat dwelling that served as lodging for the command staff-such as it was- and strategy
center for the Lornian force.

"Sias, take a break."

"Yes, ser." Sias glanced toward the oncom ng regent and circled away from Fornal in naking his
way to the well.

Nyl an bl otted his forehead and wait ed.

"What is that for?" asked Fornal, even before he stopped and | ooked at the tubing.

"Tubing for a still."

The arnsl eader and regent waited, as if it were Nylan's patent duty to explain everything.

"Astill. It should turn that glop in a covered copper kettle into something sort of |ike w ne,
except we'll start heating it after that and trying to get it pure enough to burn.”

"Burn?" Fornal's eyebrows lifted. "Why would one burn even bad w ne?"

"I ncendiary devices. Do you know if any of our |evies know anythi ng about gl ass-bl owi ng?
Ayrlyn's been working on that, but the containers are crude and heavy. It's a good thing we've got

nost of the nmaterials here ,.. sand, lime ..." Nylan stopped as he caught the glazed | ook in
Fornal 's eyes. Too bad everything new gives himthat expression

"Ser angel . . . would you explain?"

"Ch ... we're going to nake it hot for the Cyadorans. Very hot. Especially at night."

"Ser Nylan," Fornal said slowy, "I amnost glad we are not near the old holders of Lornth.
Some were not pleased when Sillek attacked the Jeranyi at night, but burning... they would find
that.. . less than honorable."

"I"'mnot terribly honorable, Fornal," Nylan said quietly. "I'minterested in doing what |
prom sed, and that neans destroying the Cyadoran troops by whatever neans | can with as few
casualties as possible for us.”

"You sound like Lord Sillek." Fornal's fingers touched his beard.

Nyl an understood. Sillek had |ost the conflict with the hol ders over honor. "I only saw Lord
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Sillek once, across a battlefield. Perhaps we had sone simlarities, but I don't know | think
m ght have liked him but that's not something I'mlikely to find out."

A ghost of a frown crossed Fornal's face, then vanished. "As long as you kill the white denobns-
that is what we nust do to reclaimall of Lornth."

"We're working on it." But not precisely in a way to make you happy. Not in a way to nake us
happy, either.

After Fornal had crossed the yard and reentered the dwelling, Nylan lifted the hanmer again.

Si as resumed punping the bellows wi thout a word or a question, for which Nylan was gl ad.

They managed to extend the tubing to two cubits before the next interruption

"Ser?" asked a heavyset arnsman whom Nyl an did not know "Ser Ayrlyn asked if you could spare a
nmoment to watch her device."

"Tell her I'Il be there in a nonent.'
rod.

"Yes, ser.'
on the anvil.

Wien he finished and racked his hamer in the crude hol der, he nodded to Sias. "Add sone coal
but don't use the bellows, and then take a break. Don't go too far, and watch for ne to return.”

The | anky bl ond nodded. "Ser."

The angel smith turned, grabbed the floppy hat, no | onger soggy, not after the tine spent in
the dry furnace that was Syskar, pulled it on, and wal ked qui ckly past the shed barracks.

In the flat expanse to the north of the corral, well away from where the nearest group of
horses-joined on a comrunal tieline-grazed the sparse and browning grass, Ayrlyn waited beside a
spindly contrivance that | ooked |ike the wooden franework for a cube with two |ong pol es that
joined in a half-basket sticking out behind. In the half-basket rested a roughly cylindrica
contai ner that shimered in the pitiless sumrer sun

"Sorry," Nylan apol ogi zed as he hurried up. "You caught me in the mddle of a section of
t ubi ng. "

"I figured that." Ayrlyn offered a smile. "So |I sent off Jinwer before we were quite ready. W
just got the stones set on the franme base."

Nyl an continued to hamer the hot copper around the iron

The arnsman left, but Nylan did not |ook up, concentrating on the metal before him

"What's in the ... the . . ."
"G enade case? Just brackish water. It's heavier than the al cohol would be, but not that much
for sonething this size. Juusa's father was a potter. W gave up on glass-blowing. | think it's

probably too thick-walled, but it's easier to |let himsee that.
a twisted snile.

The smith understood all too well. "Experts" always knew better-even when they weren't the ones
who flew the ships or rode the power fluxes-or built the stills and catapults.

Ayrlyn turned. "Ready?"

"Yes, ser," answered the two armsnmen by the base of the catapult.

"Fireit."

Sprung! The catapult arm strai ghtened, and the clay container flew perhaps eighty cubits,
barely getting as high as Nylan's head. It dropped onto the dusty ground, then bounced al ong
anot her twenty cubits before coming to rest against a clunp of already-browning grass.

"It's back to the drawi ng board," Ayrlyn said dryly.

Nyl an turned. The catapult had flung itself forward.

"I need a better way to anchor the back |legs. W can't carry heavy stones around.”

"The container didn't break, either, and it has to. Fornal thought | was crazy when | asked
about gl assbl ower. Maybe we are." The smith shrugged.

So did Ayrlyn.

Then, they both grinned at each ot her

The flame-haired angel gave Nyl an

LXXI X

AS THE SQUADS rode southward, follow ng the back trail, the sun poured its heat through the green-
bl ue sky.

Nyl an took another |ong swallow, finishing the water in the second bottle, then recorked it and
replaced the bottle in the holder. The heat just baked the noisture out of him and he was al ways
faci ng dehydration. He blotted his forehead with his forearm then half-stood in the saddle,
trying to stretch the nuscles in his thighs and | egs.

He turned in the saddle. Wth no breeze, the yell owgray dust raised by the single squad they
had brought died away quickly, and he could see no signs of other riders, such as white | ancers.
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In fact, he saw little except hills covered with browning grass, grass that got sparser with each
key they rode sout hward.

Riding to his right, Ayrlyn juggled the crude nap, her eyes going frommap to trail and back
agai n.

"How are we doi ng?"

"If the map and the scouts are right; we should be reaching a stream before too |ong."

"Hope so." His eyes dropped to the two enpty water bottles. Athird-still full-was fastened to
hi s saddl ebags.

Ahead, the trail seened to wind over and around yet another set of brown-grassed hills. Wth
each hill they passed, another set appeared, alnost as. if they stretched to a horizon they would
never reach. The |last tree had been kays behind them not all that far from Syskar

"Have faith," Ayrlyn said with a |augh

"I have faith. Faith that everything will work out in the nost difficult manner possible."

"That's skepticism not faith."

"I have faith in skepticism"

Tonsar cleared his throat but said nothing.

Fromthe riders behind cane a | ow hum of words barely above a nunble, words their speakers did
not wish to reach their |eaders. Nylan could guess at the general tone and content.

Nyl an had drunk a third of the last water bottle, and the sun hung nearly overhead when the
trail suddenly dipped into a depression, not quite a gorge because the slopes remained nostly
grass-covered, with some snooth boul ders protruding in places where the narrow and w ndi ng stream
had undercut the ground.

"See?" Ayrlyn grinned at Nyl an

"So Siplor, he was right," said Tonsar

"Good." Nylan gl anced south and then west, but nothing noved. There were only the brown-covered
hills and the sun-and them

"Make sure that all the water bottles are filled-upstreamfromhere-and all the mounts fully
wat ered,” ordered Ayrlyn.

"It's going to take awhile,"” noted Nylan, with a glance at the stream not nore than a cubit
wi de. "And we'd better use whatever you call that water ordering."

"I'"d planned to."

Tonsar turned his mount and stood in his stirrups. "Watering tinme! Take turns! Do not foul the
water, and fill your bottles upstream Keep your nounts' hoofs out of the stream™

A low murmuring rose and faded. The burly arnmsman eased his nount back toward the two angel s.

"This is the last stream then?" Nylan dismounted and stood on the dusty bank beside a scrubby
gray-| eafed bush while the mare drank.

"That's what the map says,"” Ayrlyn said after dismounting. "It vani shes a few kays south of
here, and the trail turns west and intersects the main road fromLornth to sonepl ace call ed
Syadtar. The mines are on the road, and |I'd guess it was once a trading road before the Cyadorans
closed off free trading."”

Nyl an | ooked at Tonsar.

The arnsman spread both hands. "I do not know | amfromnorth of Lornth, closer to Carpa.
Siplor, he be froma ham et east of Cynya, and he says that there are no nore streans, but.

Nyl an unstrapped his three water bottles and glanced toward Ayrlyn. "You want to watch the
mounts while | refill ours?"

"You can carry six?"

"Il manage."

"Three water bottles each?" Tonsar bal anced on a thin strip of gravel beside where his gray
sl urped up the stream

"I't's cooler where we cone from" said Nylan. "Renmenber?"

"But this . . . this is not even full sunmer.”

"I can't wait," said Ayrlyn dryly.

Nyl an carried the bottles southward, upstream trying to ignore the commoti on behind him "Stop
mucki ng the water, Ungit. "

" keep that beast's ass away fromthe water

" take the reins . . . get water for us both . . ."
Whhheeeeee . . . eeeee ..
Nyl an shut out the noise and concentrated on filling each water bottle and using his control of

the order fields to ease the residual chaos-bacteria?-fromeach
When they resuned riding, heading westward, Tonsar began to study the horizon, then the trai
behi nd, then the trail ahead, then to stand in the stirrups and peer ahead again. "Settle down,
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Tonsar," Ayrlyn suggested mildly. "South of the mines, that is where we will end up," predicted
Tonsar as the short colum continued westward on the trail that night have once been a road. "And
there will be white denbns everywhere."

"We're already south of the copper nines,"” Ayrlyn answered, "and we haven't seen a single white
denmon. W won't, either. Not unless we see a huge cloud of dust, and if they have that nany
riders, they won't be able to keep up with us."

Tonsar pointed westward, toward a spiral of dust. "The white denons ... at least we will perish
with honor."

Ayrlyn's eyes sem gl azed, and she swayed in the saddle as the mare carried her westward and as
Nyl an eased closer to her. He always worried when she did that.

After a tinme, she straightened and turned to the burly arnmsnan. "Tonsar, that's just a dust
devil. Besides, with what we're working on, if the Cyadorans aren't afraid of us yet, they wll
be. "

Despite the heat, Nylan al nost shivered at the healer's words, words uncharacteristic of a
heal er, but getting to be nore characteristic of Ayrlyn. Was that what Candar was doing to them
turning them harder and colder? Did they have nuch choice if they wanted to survive?

He wondered about Istril's visions . . . and her faith that Nylan could provide a better life
for Wryl. So far . . . Wryl probably woul d have been better off in Wstw nd-but that hadn't ever
been the question. It was what woul d have happened as the silver-haired boy grew ol der. But how
often did people sacrifice the present for the future? And how wi se was that when there mnight not
be a future?

Forcing his thoughts back to the road and what they needed to find, he glanced at Ayrlyn.
"There's scarcely any wind. Wiy ..."

"A dust devil ?"

He nodded.

"You get swirls out of the air above, because of the heating and some of the col der wi nds out
of the Westhorns. 1'mguessing, but it's sonetinmes |ike an inversion, and the colder air presses
through ... or something. I'd guess that the winter wi nds here are sonethi ng. Probably not too
cold, but strong, and then there are drenching thunderstorns in the spring. That's what supports
the grass. Then it dries, and"- Ayrlyn smled brightly-"it starts all over again."

"The horse nomads | eft because of the wi nds. That was what ny grandnother said," Tonsar
vol unt eer ed.

Al nost as suddenly as it had appeared, the distant dust devil vanished.

"I have a question, Tonsar,"” Nylan said quietly.

" Ser ?"
"About Syl enia. How do you feel about her?"
Tonsar swal |l owed again. After a nmonent, he coughed, then shrugged. "I like her. | like her very

much. |s that wong?"

"She seens |ike a good young woman. "

"Her man was Yusek. He died on the Roof of the World. Her little girl died of the chaos fever.
That is why she can be a nursemmi d." Tonsar wi ped his forehead, sonmething Nylan hadn't seen from
the burly armsnman before. "She was close to Enyka."

"Enyka?" asked Ayrlyn.

"My sister. She went to Rulyarth with G dser when ser Gethen and Lord Sillek opened the port to
our traders." Tonsar swallowed. "G dser says that trading is easier there."

"Do you have a consort?" Nylan asked bluntly.

"Me? No, ser. It is along tale, and once | alnobst did, but she left ne for a nerchant, |ike
Enyka took G dser. Armsnen, they do not find consorts easily." Tonsar offered a wary snile. Nylan
coul d sense the other's apprehension, but not the chaos that seenmed to go with deceit. Hi s eyes
crossed Ayrlyn's, and she nodded.

"Are you interested in asking Sylenia to be your consort?"

Tonsar | ooked down at the mane of his nmount. "I would ... but | do not know ... she has | ost
one who was ... an arnsman."

Nyl an wanted to | augh. The outgoing, al nost boastful, armsnan was timd, or worried, or self-
consci ous.

"I think she woul d have you, Tonsar,'

"And you, angel s?"

"We have no problems with her being your consort, if that's her wi sh," answered the heal er

Ayrlyn said. "If you do not wait too long to ask her."

"I'f you treat her well," Nyl an added.
After a long | ook at Nylan, Tonsar finally grinned. "I worried. | worried nmany ni ghts, and she
said all would be well. But | worried."
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"Trust her." Ayrlyn's tone was both dry and prophetic.

Tonsar's grin got w der.

In the silence that followed, Nylan studied the browned hills, and he could al nbost sense the
rocki ness beneath, as though the soil had been laid over rocks w thout the depth that natura
processes woul d have created. He frowned. There was al so sonething else, an orderliness, a thin
line of order that separated the topsoil and the topnost subsoil fromthe underlying stones,
stones that his order senses registered as preternaturally snooth.

"There's a funny line of order under the soil," he finally said.

"I do better with clouds,” Ayrlyn said. "Unless I'mlying onit, the ground is just ground.
Even then it's hard to sense much."

Nyl an felt just the opposite-sensing order in netals and earth was far easier than in the
swirling currents of the atnosphere.

"It has to be sloppy planoform ng," Ayrlyn added. "Even wi thout your senses, | can tell it's
not going to hold that rmuch | onger. The rocks are beginning to show through. If there were a | ot
of rain, the erosion would be fierce. As it is, there's some grassland stability, but it won't
| ast nuch | onger."

"Grassland stability?" asked the engi neer

"There's a thin |line between grasslands of this type and desert. Grasslands can actually create

rain that wouldn't be there otherwi se." Ayrlyn shook her head, still surveying the area ahead.
"So can trees." Nylan lowered his voice. "I'"mstill dream ng about them Is that because we
never see any?"
"Could be. Except . . . what are you dreanming? Is it the sane stuff about dark and white

fl ons?"

"I't's never been anything else."

"Not for me, either, and that's beginning to bother nmne.

Just begi nni ng? Nyl an questioned silently.

Surprisingly, it was not that |ong after m dday when the trail turned along a ridge |line and
began to parallel a wider track just to the west.

"I's that the road you want?" asked Ayrlyn.

"That's it. W need to find some anbush spots, places where they couldn't see if the road were
bl ocked, and where they couldn't drive a wagon around the barricade. We'll al so need stones-big
ones- nearby. "

"You don't want mnuch, do you?"

Nyl an shrugged. "If we can't find everything, we'll work out sonmething else.” In sonme ways,
that was exactly what he feared.

LXXX

THE CYADORAN MAGE wal ked slowly toward the ash-covered wall. H s once-white boots were gray and
mat ched trousers that were so ash-encrusted that they would never be white again.

Behi nd hi mwal ked Fissar, trimmng his |onger steps to renain behind the nage.

Thenphi stopped a good hundred cubits short of the Iine of white stone and turned to the | anky
apprentice. "You have the case?"

"Yes, mage Thenphi." Fissar extended the whitened | eather container. Hi s eyes flickered from
the gaunt visage of the nmage to the knee-high green shoots that rose fromthe ashes. Those ashes
stretched nearly a half kay away fromthe white stone wall that once had narked the definitive
south border of the Accursed Forest. The | atest set of shoots remai ned confined to a space one
hundred cubits fromthe wall. Thenphi eased the glass fromthe soft |eather, careful to touch only
the edges as he slowy lifted the glass and turned it to catch the sun. Covered with soot, his
hands shook. His brows furrowed, but his eyes flashed.

The air around the white mage seened to tw st, and scattered shadows flickered through the
cl oudl ess sky.

Fromthe glass poured a line of fire that struck the greenery. Ashes exploded |ike water
striking cherry-red iron froma forge, sparking and spraying away fromthe sunflane that Thenphi
pl ayed across the ground. In tinme, he |owered the gl ass.

Fi ssar took it from his shaking hands, and offered hima silver flagon

The mage drank, deeply, then relinquished it to his apprentice.

Beyond the haze, Thenphi could see the line of white stone, fissured and cracked. He al so
sensed fresh shoots of green ready to edge upward through the ashes, as they did in all places
al ong the southern walls when the nages were not present. He tried not to think of the kay-w de
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stretch of new forest, nore than waist high, sometinmes man tall, that had grown along the north
wall. Al that despite the redoubled efforts provided by two journeynmen and two apprentices, and
three nore conpanies of Mrror Foot. Despite his efforts and theirs, the Accursed Forest conti nued
to threaten. If not for his efforts, would it reclaimall of eastern Cyador? "Not while | am
here," he murnured. "No." Fissar opened his nmouth, then closed it.

The white nage sighed and cl osed his eyes, standing silent in the sun for a tinme before
reopeni ng those tired orbs and starting to walk westward toward the next section of green-infested
ash.

LXXXI

HANG NG JUST ABOVE the western horizon, the sun beat against the right side of Nylan's face in the
stillness that came with late afternoon or early evening-not that there was any real difference
between the two in southern Lornth. Both were hot. Beneath him the nare hal f-panted, half-

whuf fed. Swaying with the notion of the dark mare, the engi neer rubbed his nose gently, trying to
take away the itching fromthe gritty yellow dust-w thout rubbing it raw and bl oody. Finally, nose
still itching, he forced his fingers away and | ooked eastward to rest his eyes and face fromthe
glare of the sun, rather than in hopes of seeing anything. "G ass and nore grass."

"Real grass is green, not faded brown," suggested Ayrlyn as she rode to his right.

On his left, Tonsar grunted or munbl ed, but the engi neer made no attenpt to deci pher the sound.

A dozen of the nore able | evies rode behind the three, the last two | eading the pair of
packhorses bearing the catapult and the clay fire grenades. Al rode quietly enough that the
| oudest sound was that of hoofs on the hard surface of the trail, a surface so dry and hard that
not even the dust nuffled the hoof inpacts.

Ayrlyn's eyes glazed over, as they did periodically when she resorted to using the infrequent
breezes and the upper winds to scout the | and ahead.

"That way," she said abruptly, pointing to the right and toward a hill slightly higher than
those around it.

"The mi nes are ahead," said Tonsar

"So is a Cyadoran patrol," answered Ayrlyn.

Nyl an turned in the saddle. "Toward the hill there. Follow us."

A chorus of "yes, ser" followed the order. Nylan ignored Tonsar's frown, even as he squinted
into the alnobst-setting sun. At times, he didn't feel |ike explaining, and Tonsar needed to
realize that.

The hill was farther than Nylan realized, and he began to | ook over his shoul der, but he saw
neither dust nor riders. H's eyes watered with the shift in vision fromthe glaring orange sun and
t he | ong shadows.

As the levies reached the depression between the hills that led to the western side of the
designated hill, a cloud of dust appeared on the southern horizon where the trail di sappeared over
a ridge.

"A great many horses," nurnured Tonsar, "a great nany."

"Discretion is the better part of valor," said Ayrlyn, with a hal f-1|augh

Nyl an blotted his forehead, perpetually burned and raw, it seenmed. At least the Grass Hills
harbored few flying insects. Dust and grit and heat, but not much in the way of flies, nosquitoes,
or the Iike.

After having the |evies dismount behind the hill, the three left their nounts and wal ked up the
sl ope, a slope offering uncertain footing with dry slick grass and crunbling soil. Fromjust
behi nd the crest of the hill, the angels and Tonsar lay in the grass and watched as the dust rose

out of the south along the trail they had been taking. The cloud of dust was a detachment of
Cyadoran lancers-if as many as threescore riders could be called a detachnent.

Yet, even before the white forces reached the flat expanse where Ayrlyn had waved the squad off
the road, the Cyadorans reined up, remaining stationary for sone tinme, their white banners hangi ng
linply in the wi ndl ess afternoon heat.

"What do they do?" whispered Tonsar. "If they rode a half kay farther, our tracks-"

"Patrolling a perineter of sorts--just to check things out," Ayrlyn said. "They really don't
want to find anything-at |least the officers |eading this group don't."

Nyl an smiled faintly, wondering in how nmany tinmes and places patrols and scouts had avoi ded
di scovering the unpleasant. He bet that the entire group had renmained within a few kays of the
m nes-a perineter patrol

"I wouldn't want them after us,

Tonsar muttered. "Wth not even two squads here."
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"Nunbers won't help us,” Nylan pointed out. "Not with something |ike score-fifteen or twenty
mount ed arnsmen inside those, walls. And all of them bunked behind earthen walls." Tonsar | ooked
back toward the pack aninmals and frowned. After a tinme, alnost as abruptly as they had appeared,
the white troopers turned and rode back sout hward.

"It is strange," observed Tonsar. "Even Lewa would not be such a fool." He | ooked at Nyl an
guiltily.

"I won't say anything, Tonsar, but |1'd be careful around ser Fornal."

"Yes, ser."

"We're | ess than four kays fromthe mnes." Ayrlyn stood and stretched after the |ast of the
Cyadorans had vani shed to the south. "W can nove in slowy to the last line of hills before the

m nes, so long as we stay out of sight. Then we'll set up, and after dark, the catapult teamwil|
ride down into that gully to the south of the walls. They won't be |ooking at the south, not so
much anyway. Tonsar, you'll keep the rest of the squad ready to ride out at a nonent's notice."

"They may not even want to chase us, but we can't count on that," Nylan added. After dropping
i ncendi ary cani sters where you intend to drop then? Are you del udi ng yoursel f? Even Fornal wll be

furious . . . but there isn't any choice.

Ayrlyn only rai sed her eyebrows, and Tonsar actually nodded.

The three eased their way over the dry and slick grass and back to the rear of the hill and the
wai ting |evies.

"The whites turned back to the mines. It was just a patrol,"” Nylan said.

"We' || head for where we'll |eave nost of the arnsmen,” Ayrlyn explained as she nounted. "It's

no nore than four kays, if that."

A |l ow groan, al nost inaudible, greeted her announcenment, but both angels ignored the sound,
wat ching as the | evies who were beconi ng arnmsnen nount ed.

Bef ore they reached the base of the hills flanking the mnes, the sun touched the horizon. As
it dropped behind the western hills, a reddish orange gl ow spread across the brown of the grass
hills, creating the inpression that the hills were snoldering, |ike the banked coals of a forge.

"Sone day, this will be that hot,"” predicted Ayrlyn, "like a forge or a furnace."

"It is already," protested Nylan, half-standing in the stirrups and stretching his legs. His
knees creaked. At |east, that was the way they felt.

"The ecology's fading, and it'll get worse."

Was she seeing visions, too, |ike Ryba? Nyl an moistened his |ips.
"Not visions. Conmon sense."

"Sorry."

"It is hot," Ayrlyn said. "Makes us junpy."

After riding into a | ower spot, sheltered fromboth the nines and the road, Ayrlyn reined up
"This is as good a spot as any." Her voice was flat.

"Stand down," ordered Tonsar, his voice low, but firm "And keep it quiet. The noise-it carries
across the grass.”

Reins still in one hand-there was nothing to tether the nare to-Nylan stretched out on the hard
and dusty ground, ground that the dried grass did little to soften.

Ayrlyn sat beside him "You're worried."

"Whul dn't you be? W can't reach nost of their troops, not behind earth walls. Wat |'m
pl anning won't set well with anyone." He sat up and shook his head. "But not doing it will ensure
we | ose, and before | ong. Damm honor, anyway."

"Do you ever think we'll get away fromthis?" she asked. "I hope so, but | have ny doubts. 1've
been thinking. It takes strength and power to nanage a confortable living away fromsociety."

"But people nake it harder," she observed.

"Do they? That assunes people are different fromnature in a fundanmental way, and |I'm not so
sure we are. Trees-"

"Trees agai n?"

"Trees want to grow and survive-or they act that way," the smth continued. "So do animals. And
when resources are limted, and they always are, those who have greater control of their
envi ronnent survive. That's usually power of sone sort. | don't know that you can escape it."

"So you want to be world ruler?" she asked dryly.

"Hardly. Civilization has a tendency to snooth things out, where power isn't so direct for
peopl e-but sonetinmes it's even harder on the rest of the ecology. | wonder if there's a way to get
that snoot hness, that bal ance, across the ecol ogy wi thout reducing people back to aninmals-"

"It's an interesting thought," Ayrlyn said.

"I know. But for now, we've got to reduce the power of a self-centered xenophobic culture that
beli eves all other humans are barbarians and animals, and we'll do it by beconi ng even nore savage
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in warfare." He sat up and shook his head. "Is it tinme to do the nasty deed?"

"Al nost." She reached out and squeezed his hand. "I do | ove you, you know. Part of that is
because you are an engineer. You do try to find answers, even when it seens inpossible. And you
still care." She gave his fingers a |ast squeeze and stood.

He squeezed her hand back, then rolled over and up, brushing the dust off his trousers and
shirt, far nore stained than when Zel dyan had presented them

"Borsa, Wula? Do you have the pack animals ready?" Ayrlyn glanced at Nylan, who nodded in the
di mess that was not quite full night.

"Yes, ser."

"The canisters are ready, and so are the fuses and the striker," added Nyl an

"Let's nount up, then," ordered the redhead.

"Tonsar," Nylan said. "Stand by. Wen we head back here, we'll need to be noving-imediately."
"Yes, ser."

Nyl an swung into the saddl e and gl anced toward Ayrlyn.

"You ready?" she asked in a |lower voice. "l can see a bit, but-"

"Ready." Nylan's night vision-another result of the Wnterlance's involuntary subspace
transition fromone universe to another-gave hima small advantage as he | ed the other three
riders and the pack animals downhill toward the swale between the two hills. Beyond the swal e was
a narrow depression that nmight have been a streamor runoff channel in wetter years, and that
channel led in a circling way around the west side of the sem plateau on which the mne conpl ex
stood, getting closer to the walls as it meandered south.

An acrid odor drifted over the riders, and Nylan winkled his nose. The Cyadorans were clearly
doi ng sonething with the mnes. He glanced upward at the still unfamliar pattern of stars-cold
and clear even in the sunmer night's heat.

Once clear of the hills' cover, the snmith could see the yellow flickers of sone type of watch
lanterns on the walls, but their light only illumnated a few cubits of ground beyond the outer
walls, and dinmy at that.

Slowy, slowy, the six horses wal ked through the darkness, carrying their four riders along
the gully that circled south of the mine's walls. Nylan could sense an occasi onal trenbling of the
ground. Were the Cyadorans working the mine shafts at night as well?

He studied the ground. They were al nost due south of the walls, walls still but barely lighted
in places, and seened to be opposite the corrals and stock area, fromwhat Nylan could tell. He
gl anced at Ayrlyn.

"Looks good here," Ayrlyn rmurnured, and, with a gesture to the two other nenbers of the
catapult team she di snounted

So did Nyl an.

In the conparative silence of the gully, Borsa and Vul a began to assenble the catapult wth
qui ck, practiced nmotions, slipping the pegs into place, while Nylan took the first canister from
those strapped to the second packhorse. The ani mal stepped sideways, and the engi neer patted her
shoul der, trying to project some reassurance, and saying, "Easy there, easy."

An occasional horse noise night not alert the sentries, but the nore tinme before they were
di scovered the better. The engi neer kept glancing at the nmine walls, but the lanterns did not
nove.

Nyl an | aid out several rows of the alcohol-filled canisters. He winkled his nose again. The
semdistilled liquid still snmelled |ike places he'd rather never visit, but he doubted the odor
woul d carry, or prevail above the stench of the m neworks.

"It's ready, sers."

Ayrlyn glanced through the darkness at the silver-haired snith.

"Can you sense where the fewtents are? W'll start there."
"There are only a few "
Nyl an sighed softly. "We'll hit the tents first, then the corrals. | don't like it, but... a

| ancer on foot.

The heal er nodded in agreenent, but Nylan could sense the sadness. He just couldn't do that
much about it, not the way natters were playing out. If the choice were between Lornth's survival
and Cyador's horses, the horses had to lose. He didn't like it, but war wasn't exactly a matter of
what one |iked.

"\What about the wagons?" he asked.

"They're nore scattered.”

"I's there any place where there are a couple together? And hay or fodder. That should burn
easily and neke life harder for them" Nyl an added.

Silence foll owed while Ayrlyn sent her senses out on the light breeze that had risen with the
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ni ght .

Nylan tried to follow her perceptions with his, but he was far nore aware of the strange
wrongness of the ground beneath, and the time-snoothed boul ders that lay not that far beneath the
drying grass and soil.

"Wnd it up," ordered Ayrlyn, her voice |ow

"Ser," agreed Borsa. The faintest creaks followed his efforts. "Set, ser

The angel engi neer eased the fuse into place in the canister tube, then placed the canister in
the catapult cradle. He took the striker. "You ready?"

"Ready, ser."

Whhsst-click. The fuse caught, and Nylan let his senses check to nmake sure the flame was solid.

Ayrlyn did sonething to the frane angle, then tripped the catch

Thunk! The rel ease of the catapult echoed dully along the shallow gully.

Nyl an could feel Ayrlyn's order senses doing... sonething . . . although what he couldn't tell

A flash of light flared frombehind the stone and earthen walls that |ooned uphill fromthem

"Wnd it up!" hissed Ayrlyn to Borsa. "Don't wait for me to tell you."

Nyl an slipped anot her grenade fromthe pack and roughened the fuse, holding the striker ready.
When the armwas back and the catch clicked, he flicked the striker again, using his own senses to
strengthen the flame as he placed the next canister in the fitted cradle.

"Now! " Ayrlyn ordered.

Thunk!

Borsa began to wi nd the wheel as soon as the throwi ng arm stopped vi brating, and Nyl an had
anot her grenade ready, feeling that the catapult was slow, too slow Ayrlyn nmade anot her
adj ust ment .

" Thunk!

Yet... five grenades went over the wall before a series of ragged horn calls echoed into the
hot ni ght.

Thunk!

Was that snoke oozing downhill fromthe Cyadoran walls? Nylan readi ed another canister and
fuse, trying to be precise, despite the increasing pain and pressure in his skull.

Thunk!

The screans of horses began to fill the hot darkness, conpeting with intermttent trunpet
bl asts and shouts, and the white chaos of death flowed down into the gully with the snoke from
burni ng hay, and the stench of charred neat.

Nyl an forced down the bile in his throat, knowi ng that Ayrlyn had to do the sane, as she
sensed, watched, and adjusted the catapult.

Thunk!
Additional watch |anterns flared up, and the four continued to aim load, and fire the
canisters over the wall less than a hundred cubits away. The snoke thickened, and the snell of

burned fl esh enfolded the gully. Borsa retched, but kept rew nding the catapult.

Thunk!

Before long, yellow and red flames licked into the dark sky, well above the walls, and Nylan's
head throbbed fromthe screaning of the horses and fromthe handful of arnsmen who had perished in
the fl ames.

Thunk!

"Time to go!" ordered Ayrlyn. "Someone's gathering a force together, and we don't need to stay
and get discovered. Besides, we don't have that many canisters left."

Fi ghting the stabbing pain in his eyes and skull, Nylan slipped the remaining grenade canisters
back into the half-quilted pockets on the pack mare, then handed the hamrer to Ayrlyn, who knocked
out the pegs-the lowtech equival ent of nassive cotter pins-while Borsa and Vula tied the
framework together and strapped it on the other packhorse in swift novements.

Ayrlyn's insistence on practicing in the dark in Syskar had clearly paid off, Nylan reflected
as they rode back down the gully and up toward the swal e where the rest of the squad waited.

As he rode, trying to ignore the pounding in his skull, Nylan remai ned absently benused,
simul taneously horrified, that in such a short span of tine, they had created such a ness, and
were | eaving before the Cyadorans were even really organi zed. Then, how could they fight fires in
what was nearly a desert?

He jerked in the saddl e as he sensed the Lorni ans ahead, realizing that pain was fogging his
senses.

"... that then®"

" four riders . .. silver hair

"It's the catapult party," he announced, not knowi ng what else to say. "W're back."
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Tonsar had the ten others nounted and waiting. "The flames, they reach the stars.”

"Hardly," answered Nyl an, "but let's go. Before they send out lots of riders."

"You're leading," Ayrlyn pointed out. "You' re the one with the night vision."

Nyl an turned his nount, easing her into a fast walk, resisting the tenptation to trot or
canter.

"lI's anyone comi ng?" he asked Ayrlyn.

"I can't sense anyone. They've sent sone patrols out to where we were, but nothing on the road
to the north."

Nyl an nodded. Maybe, just naybe, the Cyadorans were afraid of sone sort of night anbush. He

hoped so.
Whi |l e he kept | ooking back, and while Ayrlyn rubbed her forehead and cast her senses on the
eveni ng breezes, no one followed. No one at all, and that bothered Nylan ... somehow.

The gl ow on the southern horizon had faded into a blurred snmudge of light, and the crunching of
hoofs on the dusty trail had taken on a nonotonous rhythm before anyone spoke agai n.

"The white ones-they will be nbst angry," ventured Tonsar

"That's general |y what happens to whoever takes the danmage in war," Nylan said, one hand
massagi ng the back of his neck, hoping that easing the tightness would hel p his headache. Wy did
the death of horses create the white-based chaotic pain? It wasn't so bad as that of the soldiers
that had died, but it still hurt. He took a deep breath.
"You angel s have won anot her victory," said Tonsar. "Yet you are not pleased."
"We killed soldiers and horses, and killing horses isn't exactly a glorious victory," Nylan
nted out tiredly. "Not the way anyone would prefer to fight. W just don't have many choices."”
"You were not happy about sending your nmage-fire at the horses, but you did," said Tonsar
"Wt also fired the hay they had collected,” Ayrlyn said with a sigh. "And a few wagons. It's
all the same thing." She shifted her weight in the saddle.

Nyl an concentrated on the trail, trying to sense if it were as enpty as it seened to his night
vision, trying to ignore the white agony that bl anketed both of the angels.

"But why?" pressed the burly subofficer

"Tonsar, we killed close to twoscore soldiers and twice that in nounts, | think," answered the
redhead. Nyl an could sense the pain in her voice, and his own head still ached. "Even with the nen
they lost, the Cyadorans will be short of nobunts and fodder for those they have left. Were wll
they find it now?"

"Qur canp, | would say. O the ham ets. Somewhere."

"Fornal won't leave it for them Besides, howw Il they get there? And will they want to | eave
a third of their force behind-w t hout nounts?"

"No," predicted Nylan. "They'l|l take it out on soneone else. That's usually the way it works."

He turned his eyes to the long road northward, a road that seenmed to stretch forever. Even the
t hought of Ayrlyn beside himand Weryl waiting in Syskar offered little confort.

PO

LXXXI |

SO MUCH FOR honor anong barbarians," snapped Azarphi. A long red welt covered his forearm and
scattered burn marks dotted his forehead.

"The | ack of honor was to be expected," answered Mjer Piataphi. "The fireballs were not. \Were
did they |l earn about those?" He turned to the third officer

"It's hard to tell, ser."” Matorphi frowned, then wi nced. Like the others, he sported scattered
burns. "They couldn't burn the buildings, not with all the earth, but they got those few still in

tents. Then they went for the horses, the wagons, and the hay."

"Even with all the earthworks, they got one of the barracks and the small m |l building, too,
added the nmmjer.

"That took awhile. Mdst got out. The horses weren't so |ucky.’
fromthe burn on his arm

"Those aren't barbarian tactics," pointed out Azarphi. "Not any barbarians we've heard about.
There nust have been scores of them™

"No," answered M atorphi slowy. "There were |l ess than a score. There were no wagons, either
We found tracks. The fireballs came fromdown in the south gully. They had to get close."

"White magic?" asked the majer. "I don't see how. You can follow a white fireball, the nagely
kind. These just flared up when they hit."

"There were clay fragnents," M atorphi added.

"So . . ." Piataphi pursed his lips. "A disciplined night attack, and the barbarians have never

M atorphi lifted his tunic away
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done that. Targeted fireballs, no wagons, no w zards, and | ess than a score of barbarians. Yet we
| ost nearly fourscore mounts, between those that went over the wall or were burned or so badly
injured that they had to be destroyed. There's not nuch fodder, and three supply wagons are
charcoal. That doesn't count the eighteen nen who were burned, the barracks, and the nmill. How do
you suggest | explain this to Hi s M ghtiness?"

Bot h the captains swall owed. M atorphi |ooked at the ashes that had once been a corral

Azar phi grinned nervously. "Could you blame it on those angel s?"

"Where did you hear about then?" asked the nmmjer.

The younger captain shrugged. "You hear things, ser. Could be that sonme are hel ping the
bar barians."

"How | i kely woul d that be? Supposedly, the barbarians fought a war with the angels last fall
Why woul d the angel s hel p t hem agai nst us?"

"Stranger things have happened. Besides, ser, you don't have to say that it was the angels. You
could sort of hint... | mean, where would barbarians come up with fireballs? And they really like
horses ... the barbarians do. You' ve heard the joke. You know, what's a barbarian sodomnite?"

Azar phi paused. "He's one who |ikes his wonan better than his nount."

M at or phi shook his head.

The maj er touched his chin absently, stifled a wince, and frowned. "I had not thought of it in
that way. Yes ... we could raise those points." He snmiled a hard smle. "W also need to strike
back. It does not have to be at their warriors. But we will show that Cyador is not nocked."

The ot her two nodded.

LXXXI 11

THE CANDLE WAVERED behi nd the sooty nmantle, adding its own infinitesimal heat to that of the
dwelling's main room

Nyl an wi shed he could put it out. Any relief, however little, fromthe heat woul d have been
wel come. Instead, he finished the water in his nug and refilled it, then | ooked at Ayrlyn, who
nodded. He refilled her nug as well.

Across the table, Fornal took a small sip of the near-spoiling wine and wi nced, but took
anot her sip before setting the nug down hard enough to shake the wobbly table.

"For an eight-day, they have done nothing. And we have done nothi ng except watch them" said
the regent. "Nothing. The arnsnen are getting restless.”

"So . . . they want to die sooner?" asked Ayrlyn.

Fornal 's eyes hardened as he turned toward the redhead.

"The Cyadorans won't attack directly. That neans you have to attack them behind their walls. Do
you want to guess how many armsnen you' d | ose?"

"They just squat there," protested Fornal. "They'll retaliate," Nylan predicted, "but not
agai nst armsnmen. They'll lash out at sone ham et or town."

"Cowar ds. "

"What el se woul d you expect?" Nylan asked. "They | ost probably a score of troops and a quarter
of their rmounts."

Lewa frowned and nervously noistened his |lips. Huruc watched Lewa stolidly for a nonent before
returning his attention to the bl ack-bearded regent.

"A waste. Nearly score-five horses." Fornal shook his head.

"For what ?"

"That will keep a good hundred of their armsnmen from mounting up and trying to kill you,"
suggested Nyl an, not bothering to correct Fornal's exaggeration. They m ght have killed or nai ned
ei ghty nounts-bad enough considering the horses weren't at fault. Then, probably the I ancers
weren't either, but seldomdid the consequences of fighting get visited upon the | eaders. Horses,
i gnorant sol diers, bystanders- they all took the brunt of war. He al nbst snorted, thinking of poor
Lord Sillek-who had cared, and had been one of the few | eaders Nylan had ever seen get destroyed.
"Your eneny can't fight you when he can't get to you." Huruc offered a faint and ironic smle
"Why can you not attack again tonight or tonorrow?" asked the regent. "The sane way you did
bef ore? Perhaps you could aimnore fireballs at the soldiers,"” Fornal added |azily. "Because the
| ast attack took all the alcohol we'd nade, and | won't have enough even for a small attack, for
anot her eight-day." Nylan's head throbbed, and he added, "It might be a few days earlier. Besides,
the Cyadorans will be expecting that. W'Il have to try sonething different."

"This . . . this kind ... of fighting . . ." Fornal shook his head again. "I amnost glad the
ol der hol ders are distant."
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"I't's what you have to do when the other fell ow has nore equi pnent and people. You nmeke his
strengths work against him How do you think those horseless |ancers feel right now?"

"Angry," suggested Huruc. "Sone will be asking why their | eaders cannot protect their nounts.
It will get worse, if their arnsmen are like those | know. "

"Then they will murder nore innocent peasants. Peasants are not supposed to die in war. Arnsnen
are." Fornal shook his head. "Leaders are supposed to protect their people.”

Lewa nodded sagely in agreenent, his ears wiggling as he did so.

"How much protection will they have if the Cyadorans don't have to worry about you?" asked
Nyl an gently.
"You . .. you are worse than a white nmage, angel." Fornal took another sip of wi ne. "The

peasants, they are better for ny presence. That is why | nust suffer your tactics, but | do not
have to be happy that | nmust act |ike a snake and creep through the grass, or a nmountain cat and
attack in the night."

"I wish it were easier," Nylan said, "but we are doing our best to stop them"™

"No one faults your courage, angels." Fornal stood. "I, too, wish there were another way. But I
cannot see it. Nor can anyone else, and that angers ne. And | do not have to like the death of
good horses, however. . . useful it nmay have been." He took a last gulp of wi ne-and winced as he
set down the nmug. "Still hot and sour."

Wt hout another word, Fornal wal ked to his chamber and shut the door, hard enough that the
tabl e wobbl ed agai n.

Slowy, stolidly, Lewa rose and nodded to the three. "W patrol tomorrow. " He left by the open
front door, and a noth circled in toward the candle-fluttering around the sooty nmantle after the
subof ficer disappeared into the darkness beyond the front stoop

"They have no answers,"” Huruc said. "Nor do|. | fear nany nore will die before this ends." His
eyes fell on Ayrlyn. "You are a seer. Is this not so?"

"Many woul d die no matter what happened," Ayrlyn said slowmy. "All we can do is try to change
who dies."

Again, her words left Nylan cold. Was that all |ife was- rearrangi ng the nanmes and dates of
deat h, because everyone died, and it was only a question of where and when?
"You offer cold confort, angel." Huruc stood. "Yet your words ring true, and | would have truth

over confort. Confort has all too often killed arnmsnen before their tine." He nodded and was gone.

For a nonent, neither Nylan nor Ayrlyn spoke. Then Nyl an blew out the candle, and they sat in
t he darkness. "Nobody likes seers or truth,” he finally nmurnured. "I'mnot even sure we're either
just the next best thing."

"I's what we're doing right?"

"I hope so." At least that answer didn't start the headaches that foll owed what he recognized
as deception or self-deception.

"You' ve changed. So have I."

"Everyone changes," he tenporized.

"You offer what you think is truth nore often. On the Roof of the Wirld, you kept that to

yoursel f."

"Ryba woul d have sliced ne in two," he protested.

"No. | don't think so. You risk having Fornal or Gethen or whoever send an army agai nst you
now. "

"So do you, even nore than ne. And it costs you in other ways. You don't pick up the lutar
anynore. That bothers ne."

"It bothers ne, too, but that will pass."

"You' re sure?"

"I"'msure. | know, and that's scary sonetines."

Nyl an swal | owed.

"I't's not Iike Ryba, with visions, just a solid feeling," she expl ai ned.

"That's scary to ne." He forced a hal f-1|augh

"Scary or not," she yawned, "I'mtired."

Nyl an stood and extended a hand, then led the way to their roomhot and still despite the open
shutters on the small w ndow.

Weryl lay sprawl ed on his back on his small pallet, his arns wide, a faint smle on his open
mout h. Syl enia snored softly, her back to the door.

"Sylenia is worried about Tregvo," Ayrlyn whispered as she | eaned closer to Nylan. "Who?"

"That arnmsnan who keeps naki ng advances. She told ne that she feared none of us would return.”

Now they had to worry about the nursemaid they'd brought so that they woul dn't have to worry as
nmuch about Weryl.
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Darkness, if it weren't one thing, it was another. But that seenmed to be life. Nylan took a
deep breath, then slipped off his danp shirt, trying to relax in the hot still air of the room

Ayrlyn slipped her arnms around his waist, her lips brushing his neck for a noment before she
rel eased him He could feel the danpness of her shirt. Wat were they doing in the sweatbox that
was sout hern Lornth?

He grinned to hinself for a noment.

"You're sniling," whispered Ayrlyn.

"Just thinking that everything that got us here seened to be a good idea at the tine. Probably
be ny epitaph-'He thought it was a good idea at the tinme.' "

Ayrlyn kissed himagain, and it was all alnost worth it. Nylan smiled inside.

LXXXI V

THE SMALL LORNI AN scouting squad reined up along the ridge line. To the west, the road curved

hal fway down the gentle hill, not too sharply, but tightly enough that the Cyadoran wagon drivers

woul d have to slow as they clinbed. Those drivers, already on the road from Syadtar, according to

Ayrlyn's air scouting, would not be able to see around the next curve where the road began to w nd
between the hills until it reached the straight stretch that began the |ong haul to Syadtar

"Well... will this do?" asked Ayrlyn. She gl anced over her shoul der toward the northwest-in the
general direction of the mines-and the Cyadoran | ancers that they had avoided earlier in the day.

"They weren't headed in our direction,” Nylan said, respending to her |ook, and not her
inquiry. "Not even toward Fornal."

"They rode toward Jerans," said Tonsar. "That will not please Ildyrom"

"Better Ildyromthan Fornal right now " Nylan surveyed the site and nodded. The Cyadoran supply
wagons woul d have to cone nearly to a halt as they clinbed toward the nmines. "This | ooks very
good. "

"Good," grunted Ayrlyn. She massaged her forehead. "What are we doi ng?" asked Tonsar. "W
scouted the other part of the road an eight-day ago, and you said that was good. Now this is good.
WIl we not use the other place, or " The burly armsman's hands and arns conpl eted the
questi on.

"That was good, and so is this. That was for one set of wagons. This is for another."

Ayrlyn shook her head at Nylan's obfuscation. "The Cyadorans can't live off the land. There are
too many of them Even we have to get sone supplies by wagon. So, what happens if they start
getting short on supplies?"

"But the lord of Cyador will send nore-"

"Which we will take right here," explained Nylan. "That's not-"

"I't's not honorable. War isn't honorable, and the Cyadorans certainly aren't. |s slaughtering
chil dren honorabl e?" He tried not to think about what woul d happen when the Cyadoran troops they
had circled arrived in Jerans. O what might happen all over southern Lornth and Jerans as the
angel tactics becane nore successful

After a nmonent, he rubbed his forehead. Even considering it gave himthe echo of a headache.
Was he becoming nore and nore |like Ryba? WIling to do whatever was necessary to survive?

He wi nced again as his head throbbed, then closed his eyes for a nonent and took a deep breath.

LXXXV

DAUGHTER. " GETHAN BOWED, slipping the scroll behind his back. "How is ny young friend Nessl ek?"
"Asl eep, thank darkness." Zeldyan offered a gentle |augh as she closed the door to the sitting

room behind her sire. A gentle |light and shifting shadows fromthe candel abra on the | ow table

suffused the room "He has the energy of three boys, but only a single nmother." Her voice | owered.

"I't is so hard to believe . . . the chaos fever . . . and now . "
"Was it chaos fever?" asked CGethen. "Fornal seened to think otherw se."
"Fornal ... he ... It was. Several children died in the town. You did not see what happened to

the angels." She gestured toward the larger arnthair.
"Thank you." He paused by the arnthair. "They seemto be what they claim and they have done

only good for us. Yet..." He extended the scroll to her before seating hinself. "I would |ike your
t houghts. "

Zel dyan took the straight-backed chair and pulled it closer to the candles, then sat. Absently,
she adj usted the mal achite hair band before beginning to peruse the scroll, nurnuring as she read.
"The lord of the grasslands, the great Ildyrom is unhappy ... he clains that Fornal's barbaric
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actions in destroying good horses-even if they were Cyadoran horses- pronpted the white denons to
fire and raze Bestayna." Zeldyan swall owed. "The whites nutilated all the bodies- before they were
dead." After a pause, she asked, "Have you any word from Fornal ?"

"None, but he has never been overly concerned to informothers." Gethen's tone was dry.
"Especially his sire. | had thought you night have heard."

"Not a scroll or a nmessenger." The blond regent shook her head. After a nonment she resuned

r eadi ng.

"Lornth's unwi se actions . . . bring down the white enpire on all of northwest Candar
must insist that Lornth reach an agreenment with Cyador ... or face not only the wath of the
Protector of Paradi se but the undying ennmity of Jerans ..." She | aughed harshly. "Sillek was right

there, too."

"Your consort and |lord was right about nmuch. He was better than the hol ders deserved, and nany
under stand that now. "

"I amso pleased." Her tone was icy.

" Zel dyan-"

"I know ... | know, but who else will understand? Fornal does not. Like Lady Ellindyja, he is
filled with the idea of an honor that will destroy us, nuch as he dissenbl es around us." She
stopped and returned her eyes to the words on the parchnent.

"What think you?" asked Gethen when she lifted her eyes. "lldyromis worried, but he wants us
to face Cyador alone. If we weaken, he will take back the grasslands."
CGet hen nodded. "I amstill bothered about the horses . . . that does not sound |ike Fornal."

"No. That had to be the angels." Zeldyan frowned, then asked, "Can a | ancer ride without a
mount ? And can a nount be found in the Gass Hlls of sumrer?"

Gethen pulled at his chin. "You think the angels destroyed the nmounts to stop the white
denons?"

"I do not know, but they would not stop if they felt it would work."

"Perhaps Fornal was correct in one thing," suggested Gethen. "These angels seek results.”

"You wonder if the price will be too high? Ask Sillek . . . if you can.”

"Zel dyan-"

"I amnot fair, my sire. Sillek was fair, and tried to nake his hol ders happy. He is dead."

A gust of warmair puffed through the open shutters, and the candles flickered, and one al nost
guttered out before flam ng up again.

The ol der regent sighed and touched his nmostly gray beard. "The angels do 