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Prelude

THE OLDER ONES IN THE HOUSEHOLD had hunted the missing boy for an hour without
result, but his sister knew where to look.

"Surprise,” she said. "It's me."

His dark hose and velvet tunic gray with dust and his face streaked with grime, he looked like
a very sad goblin. "Auntie 'Lanna and the other women are all making a great fuss, searching
for you," she said. "I can't be-lieve they didn't look here. Don't they remember anything?"
"Go away."

"I can't, now, stupid. Lady Simeon and two of the maids were just be-hind me—I heard them
coming up the corridor.” She set the candle be-tween two paving stones in the floor. "If I go
out now they'll know where you're hiding." She grinned, pleased with her maneuver. "So I'm
staying, and you can't make me go."

"Then be quiet.”

"No. Not unless | want to be. I'm a princess and you can't give me or-ders. Only Father's
allowed to do that." She settled in beside her brother, staring up at the shelves, seldom used
now that the new kitchens had been built closer to the great hall. Only a few cracked pots and
bowls had been left behind, as well as a half-dozen stoppered jars whose contents were so old
that opening them, as Briony had once said, would be an experiment dangerous enough for
Chaven of Ulos. (The children had been thrilled to learn that the household's new physician
was a man of many strange and fascinating interests.) "So why are you hiding?"

"I'm not hiding. I'm thinking."

"You're a liar, Barrick Eddon. When you want to think you go walking on the walls, or you go
to Father's library, or ... or you stay in your room like a temple-mantis saying prayers. You
come here when you want to hide."

"Oh? And what makes you so clever, strawhead?"

It was a term he used often when he was irritated with her, as though the differing color of
their hair, hers golden-fair, his red as a fox's back, made some difference—as though it made
them any less twins. "I just am. Come, tell me." Briony waited, then shrugged and changed
the subject. "One of the ducks in the moat has just hatched out her eggs. The duck=lings are
ever so sweet. They go peep-peep-peep and follow their mother everywhere in a little line, as
though they were tied to her."”

"You and your ducks." He scowled as he rubbed his wrist. His left hand was like a claw, the
fingers curled and crabbed.

"Does your arm hurt?"

"No! Lady Simeon must be gone by now—why don't you go play with your ducks or dolls or
something?"

"Because I'm not leaving until you tell me what's wrong." Briony was on firm ground now.
She knew this negotiation as well as she knew her morning and evening prayers, as well as
she knew the story of Zoria's flight from the cruel Moonlord's keep—her favorite tale from
The Book of the Trigon. It might last a while, but in the end it would go her way. "Tell me."
"Nothing's wrong." He draped his bad arm across his lap with the same care Briony lavished
on lambs and fat-bellied puppies, but his expression was closer to that of a father dragging an
unwanted idiot child. "Stop look-ing at my hand."

"You know you're going to tell me, redling,” she teased him. "So why fight?"

His answer was more silence—an unusual ploy at this stage of the old, familiar dance.

The silence and the struggle both continued for some time. Briony had moments of real anger
as Barrick resisted her every attempt to get him to talk, but she also became more and more
puzzled. Eight years old, born in the same hour, they had lived always in each other's



company, but she had seldom seen him so upset outside of the small hours of the night, when
he often cried out in the grip of evil dreams.

"Very well," he said at last. "'If you're not going to leave me alone, you have to swear not to
tell.”

"Me? Swear? You pig! | never told on you for anything!" And that was true. They had each
suffered several punishments for things the other twin had done without ever breaking faith. It
was a pact between them so deep and natural that it had never been spoken of before now.
But the boy was adamant. He waited out his sister's gust of anger, his pale little face set in an
unhappy smirk. She surrendered at last: principle could only stretch so far, and now she was
painfully curious. "So, then, pig. What do you want me to do? What shall | swear to?"

"A blood oath. It has to be a blood oath."”

"By the heads of the gods, are you mad?" She blushed at her own strong language and could
not help looking around, although of course they were alone in the pantry. "Blood? What
blood?"

Barrick drew a poniard from the vent of his sleeve. He extended his fin—ger and, with only the
smallest wince, made a cut on the tip. Briony stared in sickened fascination.

"You're not supposed to carry a knife except for public ceremonies,” she said. Shaso, the
master of arms, had forbidden it, fearing that Briony's angry, headstrong brother might hurt
himself or someone else.

"Oh? And what am | supposed to do if someone tries to kill me and there are no guards
around? I'm a prince, after all. Should I just slap them with my glove and tell them to go
away?"

"Nobody wants to kill you." She watched the blood form a droplet, then run down into the
crease of his finger. "Why would anyone want to kill you?"

He shook his head and sighed at her innocence. "Are you just going to sit there while I bleed
to death?"

She stared. "You want me to do that, too? Just so you'll tell me some stu-pid secret?"

"So, then." He sucked off the blood, wiped his finger on his sleeve. "I won't tell you. Go away
and leave me alone.”

"Don't be mean." She watched him carefully—she could see he would not change his mind—
he could be as stubborn as a bent nail. "Very well, let me do it.”

He hesitated, clearly unwilling to do something as unmanly as surrender his blade to his sister,
but at last let her take it. She held the sharp edge over her finger for long moments, biting her
lip.

"Hurry!"

When she did not immediately comply, he shot out his good arm, seized

her hand, and forced her skin against the knife blade. It cut, but not loo deeply; by the time
she had finished cursing him the worst of the sting was over. A red pearl appeared on her
fingertip. Barrick took her hand, far more gently now, and brought her finger against his.

It was a strange moment, not because of the sensation itself, which was nothing more
noteworthy than the girl would have expected from rubbing a still-sore finger against her
brother's, smearing a little blood across the whorled fingertips, but because of the intensity in
Barrick's eyes, the way he watched that daub of red with the avidity of someone witnessing
some-thing far more arresting: lovemaking or a hanging, nakedness or death.

He glanced up and saw her staring. "Don't look at me like that. Do you swear you'll never
reveal what I tell you? That the gods can punish you horribly if you do?"

"Barrick! What a thing to say. I'm not going to tell anyone, you know that."”

"We've shared blood, now. You can't change your mind."”



She shook her head. Only a boy could think that a ceremony with knives and finger cutting
was a stronger bond than having shared the warm darkness of a mother's womb. "1 won't
change my mind." She paused to find the words to convey her certainty. "You know that,
don't you?"

"Very well. I'll show you."

He stood up, and to his sister's surprise, clambered onto a block of wood that had been used as
a pantry stool since before either of them could re-member, then scrabbled in the back of one
of the upper shelves before pulling out a bundle wrapped in a cleaning rag. He took it down
and sat again, holding it carefully, as though it were something alive and potentially
dangerous. The girl was caught between wanting to lean forward and want-ing to scramble
away, in case anything might jump out at her. When the stained cloth had been folded back,
she stared.

"It's a statue,"” she said at last, almost disappointed. It was about the size of one of the privy
garden's red squirrels sitting up on its hind legs, but there the resemblance to anything
ordinary ended: the hooded figure, face almost entirely hidden, was made of cloudchip
crystal, gray-white and murky as frost in some places, clear and bright as cathedral glass in
others, with col-ors ranging from the palest blue to pinks like flesh or watered blood. The
squat, powerful figure held a shepherd's crook; an owl crouched on its shoulder like a second
head. "It's Kernios." She had seen it somewhere be-fore, and reached out her hand to touch it.

"Don't!" Barrick pulled it back, wrapped the cloth around ii again. "It's . . . it's bad."”

"What do you mean?"

"I don't know. I just ... I hate it."

She looked at him curiously for a moment, then suddenly remembered. "Oh, no! Barrick, is
that ... is that the statue from the Erivor Chapel? The one Father Timoid was so angry about
when it went missing?"

"When someone stole it. That's what he said, over and over." Barrick flushed, a bold burst of
red on his pale cheeks. "He was right."

"Zoria's mercy, did you . . . ?" He did not speak, but that was an answer in itself. "Oh, Barrick,
why?"

"I don't know. I told you, I hate it. | hate the way it looks, so blind and quiet, just . . . thinking.
Waiting. And I can feel it all the time, but it's even worse when I'm in the chapel. Can't you
feel it?"

"Feel what?"

"It... I don't know. It's hot. It makes a hot feeling in my head. No, that's not right. I can't say.
But I hate it." His little face was determined again, pale and stern. "I'm going to throw it into
the moat."”

"You can't! It's valuable! It's been in the family for. . . for a long time."

"I don't care. It's not going to be in the family any longer. | can't even bear to look at it." He
stared at her. "Remember, you promised, so you can't tell anyone. You swore an oath—we
shared blood."

"Of course | won't tell. But I still don't think you should do it."

He shook his head. "I don't care. And you can't stop me."

She sighed. "I know. No one can stop you doing anything, redling, no matter how foolish. |
was just going to tell you not to throw it in the moat."

He stared at her from beneath a furious brow. "Why?"

"Because they drain it. Don't you remember when they did it the sum-mer before last and
they found those bones of that woman who drowned?"

He nodded slowly. "Merolanna wouldn't let us go see—like we were ba-bies! | was so
angry." He seemed to regard her for the first time as a true collaborator rather than an



antagonist. "So if | throw it in the moat, some-one will find it someday. And put it back in the
chapel.”

"That's right." She considered. "It should go into the ocean. Off the out-wall behind the East
Lagoon. The water comes up right under the wall there."”

"But how can | do it without the guards noticing?"

"I'll tell you how, but you have to promise me something."

"What?"

"Just promise."

He scowled, but she had obviously caught his curiosity. "So be it, 1 promise. Well, how do |
throw it over without the guards seeing me do it?"

"I'll go with you. We'll say we want to go up and count the seagulls or something. They all
think we're children, anyway—they don't pay any at-tention to what we do."

"We are children. But why does you coming along help? I can throw it off myself, you
know." He looked down quickly at his clenched left hand. I can get it into the water easily.
It's not very heavy."

"Because I'm going to fall down just when we get to the top. You'll be just in front of me and
the guards will stop to help me—they'll be terri=fied I've broken my leg or something—and
you just step to the wall and ... do it."

He stared at her with admiration. "You're clever, strawhead."

"And you need someone like me to keep you out of trouble, redling. Now what about that
promise?"

"Well?"

"I want you to swear on our blood oath that the next time you think of something like stealing
a valuable statue out of the chapel, you'll talk to me first.”

"I'm not your little brother, you know . . . I"

"Swear. Or the oath | made doesn't count anymore."

"Oh, very well. | swear." He smiled a little. "I feel better."

"I don't. For one thing, think of all those servants who were stripped and searched and even
beaten when Father Timoid was looking for the statue. It wasn't their fault at all!"

"It never is. They're used to it." But he at least had the good sense to ap—pear a little troubled.
"And what about Kernios? How is he going to feel about having his statue stolen and thrown
into the sea?"

Barrick's open expression shuttered again. "I don't care about that. He's my enemy."
"Barrick! Don't say such things about the gods!"

He shrugged. "Let's go. Lady Simeon must have given up by now. We'll come back and get
the statue later. We can take it up to the wall tomorrow morning."” He stood, then reached
down his good hand to help his sister, who was struggling with her long skirts. "We'd better
clean this blood off

oui hands before we get back, to the Residence or they'll be wauling to know where we've
been."”

"It's not very much blood.”

"It's enough to cause questions. They love to ask questions—and every-one pays attention to
blood."”

Briony opened the pantry door and they slipped back out into the cor-ridor, quiet as
phantoms. The throne hall was also oddly quiet—tomb-silent, as though the immense old
building had been holding its breath while it listened to the whispering voices in the pantry.



1
Exiles

If, as many of the Deep Voices believe, the darkness is just as much a

something as is the light, then which came first after Nothing—

the dark or the light?

The songs of the oldest voices claim that without a listener there can be no

first word: the darkness was until the light became. The lonely Void gave

birth to the Light of love, and afterward they made all that would be—

the good and bad, the living and unliving, the found and lost.

—from One Hundred Considerations, out of the Qar's Book of Regret

I

T WAS A TERRIBLE DREAM. The young poet Matt Tinwright was declaiming a funeral
ode for Barrick, full of high-flown nonsense about the loving arms of Kernios and the warm
embrace of the earth, but Briony watched in horror as her twin brother's casket rocked and
shook. Something inside was struggling to escape, and the old jester Puzzle was doing his best
to hold down the lid, clinging with all the strength of his scrawny arms as the lid creaked and
the box shuddered beneath him.

Let him out, she wanted to cry, but could not—the veil she wore was SO tight that words
could not pass her lips. His arm, his poor crippled arm! How it must pain him, her poor dead
Barrick, having to struggle like that in such a confined place.

Others at the funeral, courtiers and royal guards, helped the jester hold

the lid down, then together they hustled the box out of the chapel. Briony hurried after them,
but instead of the grass and sun of the graveyard, the chapel doorway led directly downward
into a warren of dark stone tunnels. Tangled in her cumbersome mourning garments, she
could not keep up with the hurrying mourners and quickly lost sight of them; soon all she
could hear were the muffled gasps of her twin, the coffined prisoner, the beloved corpse—but
even those noises were growing fainter and fainter and fainter . . .

Briony sat up, heart fluttering in her chest, and discovered herself in a chilly darkness pierced
by the bright, distant eyes of stars. The boat rocked under her, the oars creaking quietly in
their locks as the Skimmer girl Ena slipped them in and out of the water with the smooth
delicacy of an otter sporting in a quiet cove.

Only a dream! Zoria be praised! Barrick is still alive, then—I would know it if he wasn't, I'm
sure of it. But although the rest of the terrible fancy had melted like fog, the rasping of
labored breath hadn't. She turned to find Shaso dan-Heza slumped over in the boat behind her,
eyes closed, teeth clenched so that they gleamed with reflected starlight in his shadowed face.
Air scraped slowly in and out; the old Tuani warrior sounded near death.

"Shaso? Can you talk to me?" When he did not reply, Briony grabbed at the thin, hard
shoulder of the Skimmer girl. "He's ill, curse you! Can't you hear him?"

"Of course | can hear him, my lady." The girl's voice was surprisingly hard. "Do you think |
am deaf?"

"Do something! He's dying!"

"What do you want me to do, Princess Briony? | cleaned and bound his wounds before we left
my father's house, and gave him good tangle-herb for physick, but he is still fevered. He
needs rest and a warm fire, and even then it may not do him any good."

"Then we need to get ashore! How far to the Marrinswalk coast?"

"Half the night more, my lady, at the best. That is why I have turned back."”

"Turned back? Have you lost your mind? We are fleeing assassins! The castle is held by my
enemies now."



"Yes, enemies who will hear you if you shout too loudly, my lady."”

Briony could barely make out the face beneath the hooded cloak, but she didn't need to see to
know she was being mocked. Still, Ena was right in at least one thing: "All right, I'll talk more
quietly—and you will speak to the point! What are you doing? We cannot go to the castle.
Shaso will

die there more surely than if we were to push him into the water this mo-ment. And I'll be
killed, too."

"I know, my lady. I did not say | was going to take you back to the cas-tle, I only said | had
turned back. We need shelter and a fire as soon as pos-sible. 1 am taking you to a place in the
bay to the east of the castle—Skean Egye- Var my people call it—'Erivor's Shoulder' in your
tongue."

"Erivor's Shoulder? There is no such place ... I"

"There is, and there is a house upon it—your family's house."

"There is no such place!" For a moment Briony, faced with Shaso dying in her arms, was so
full of rage and terror that she almost hit the girl. Then she suddenly understood. "M'Helan's
Rock! You mean the lodge on M'Helan's Rock."

"Yes. And there it is." The Skimmer girl stilled her oars and pointed at a dark bulk on the near
horizon. "Praise the Deep Ones, it looks empty."

"It ought to be—we did not use it this summer, with Father away and all else that has
happened. Can you land there?"

"Yes, if you'll let me think about what I am doing, my lady. The currents are sharp at this hour
of the night, just before morning."

Briony fell into anxious silence while the Skimmer girl, moving her oars as deftly as if they
were an extension of her own arms, directed the pitch-ing boat in a maddeningly slow circle
around the island, searching for the inlet between the rocks.

Always before Briony had come to the island on the royal barge, stand-ing at the rail far
above the water as the king's sailors leaped smartly from place to place to make sure the
passage would be smooth, and so she had never realized just how difficult a landing it was.
Now, with the rocks loom=ing over her head like giants and the waves lifting and dropping
Ena's little craft as though it were a bit of froth in a sloshing bucket, she found herself hanging
on in silent dread, one hand clamped on the railing, the other clutching a fold of the thick,
plain shirt the Skimmers had given Shaso, doing her best to keep the old man upright.

Just as it seemed the Skimmer girl had misjudged the rocks, that their boat must be shattered
like bird bones in a wolf's jaws, the oars dug hard into the dark water and they slid past a
barnacled stone so closely that Briony had to snatch back her hand to save her fingers. The
wooden hull scraped ever so briefly, just enough to send a single thrill of vibration through
the tiny boat, and then they were past and into the comparatively quiet inlet.

"You did it!"

Ena nodded, studiously calm as she rowed them across the inlet to the floating dock shackled
to the rock wall. Just a few yards away, on the ocean side, the waves thumped and roared like
a thwarted predator, but here the swell was gentled. When the boat was tied, they dragged
Shaso's limp weight out of the boat and managed to haul him up the short ladder and onto the
salt-crusted dock where they had to let him drop.

Ena slumped down into a crouch beside Shaso's limp form. "I must rest . . . just for a bit .. ."
she said, her head sagging.

Briony thought about how hard and how long the Skimmer girl had worked, rowing for hours
to get them away from the castle to the safety of this inlet. "I've been ungrateful and rude,"”



she told the girl. "Please forgive me. Without your help, Shaso and | both would have been
dead long ago."

Ena said nothing, but nodded. It was possible that, in the depths of her hooded cloak she
might have smiled a little, but the night was too dark for Briony to be sure.

"While you two rest, I'm going to go up to the lodge and see what I can find. Stay here."”
Briony draped her own cloak over Shaso, then climbed the stairway cut into the stone of the
inlet wall. It was wide, and even though the worn steps were slippery with spray and the dewy
mists of night, it was so familiar that she could have climbed it in her sleep. For the first time
she began to feel hopeful. She knew this place well and she knew its comforts. She had been
resigned to spending her first exiled night in a cave on a Marrinswalk beach, or sleeping in the
undergrowth on the lee side of a sea-cliff—at least here she would find a bed.

The lodge on M'Helan's Rock had been built for one of Briony's an—cestors, Ealga Flaxen-
Hair, by her husband King Aduan—a love-tribute some said; a sort of prison others claimed.
Whatever the truth, it was only fading family gossip now, the principals dead for a hundred
years or more. In Briony's childhood the Eddons had spent at least a tennight on the is-land
each summer, and sometimes much longer than that. Her father Olin had liked the seclusion
and quiet of the place, and that he could keep a much smaller court there, often bringing only
Avin Brone for counsel, a dozen or so servants, and a skeleton force of guards. As children,
Briony and Barrick had discovered a slender, difficult hillside path down to a sea-meadow (as
many other royal offspring had doubtless done before them) and had loved having a place
where they could often spend an entire af—ternoon on their own, without guards or any other
adults at all. To chil-

dren who spent nearly every moment of their lives surrounded by servants and soldiers and
courtiers, the sea-meadow was a paradise and the summer lodge a place of almost entirely
happy memories.

Briony found it very strange to be walking up the front steps alone under the stars. The
familiar house, which should be spilling welcoming light from each window, was so deep in
darkness she could scarcely make out its shape against the sky. As with so much else this
year, and especially these last weeks, here was another treasured part of her life turned higgle-
piggle, another memory stolen and mishandled by the Eddon family's enemies.

The memory of Hendon Tolly's mocking face came to her with a stab of cold fury, his
amusement at her helplessness as he told her how he was going to steal her family's throne.
You may not be the only one responsible for what's happened to our family, you Summerfield
scum, but you're the one | know, the one I can reach. In that moment she felt as chill and hard
as the stones of the bay. Not tonight—but someday. And when that day comes, I'll take the
heart out of you the way you've taken mine. Only yours won't be beating when I'm done.

She did not bother with the massive front door, knowing it would be locked, but walked
around to the kitchen, which had a bad bolt that could be wiggled loose. As expected, a few
good thumps and the door swung open, but it was shockingly dark inside. Briony had never
been in the place at night without at least a few lamps glowing, but now it was as lightless as a
cave, and for a terrified moment she could not make herself enter. Only the thought of Shaso
lying on the chilly dock, suffering, perhaps dying, fi-nally forced her through the open
doorway.

Locked in a cell for months, and it was my fault—mine and Barrick's. She frowned. Yes, and
a bit of blame on his own cursed stiff neck as well. ...

She managed to find her way by touch to the kitchen fireplace, although not without a few
unpleasant encounters with cobwebs. Things skittered in the darkness around her—-just mice,
she promised herself. After some searching, and many more cobwebs, she located the leather-
wrapped flint and fire-iron in its niche in the stone chimney with a handful of oil-soaked



firestarters beside it. After a little work Briony struck a spark, and soon a small blaze caught
in the firestarters, which gave her the courage to knock over a spidery pile of logs and throw
on a few of the smaller branches so the fire could begin growing into something useful. She
considered setting a fire in the main hall fireplace as well. The thought made her ache with the
memory of her lost father, who had always insisted on lighting that lire as his own personal
task, but she knew it would be foolish to show light at

the front of the house, on the side facing Southmarch Castle. Briony doubted anyone would
see it without looking through a spyglass, even from the castle walls, but if there were any
night that Hendon Tolly and his men might be on the walls doing just that, it would be
tonight. The kitchen would be refuge enough.

The front of the summer house was still darkly unfamiliar as she went back down the steep
path, but the knowledge that a fire now burned in the kitchen made it a friendlier place, and
this time she had a shuttered lantern in her hand so she could see where she was putting her
feet.

So, we've lived through the first day—unless someone saw the boat and they're coming after
us. Startled by the thought, she looked toward the castle, but al-though she saw a few lights
moving on the walls, there was no obvious sign of pursuit by water. And if someone came to
search M'Helan's Rock be-fore she and Shaso could depart? Well, she knew the island and its
hiding places better than almost anyone else. But, what am | doing? she asked her-self. |
shouldn't tempt the gods by even thinking such things. . . .

Shaso was able to walk a little, but the two young women had to do most of the work getting
him up the stairway; it was a mark of how weak he was, how close to utter collapse, that he
did not protest.

When they reached the lodge Briony found blankets to wrap around the old man, then sat him
in a corner near the kitchen fireplace, propped on cushions she had pilfered from the over-
furnished sitting room known as the Queen's Withdrawing Chamber. The girl Ena had already
begun to search through the few odds and ends left in the cupboards in hopes of adding to the
food she had brought from her house beside Skimmer's La~goon, but Briony knew the
pantries would be empty. Supper would be dried fish again.

Dried fish was a great deal better than starvation, she reminded herself, but since Briony
Eddon had never in her life come anywhere near starv-ing, that was a purely academic sort of
comfort.

After having been fed the first mouthful or two of fish broth, Shaso made it very clear he was
going to feed himself. Although still too weary and ill to speak, he managed to get enough
soup into his stomach that Briony felt confident for the first time that the old man would
survive the night. Now she could feel her own exhaustion pulling at her. She pushed her bowl
aside and stared at it, fighting to keep her head upright.

"You ,are tired, Highness,"said Ena. Briony could not easily read the girl's expressions, but
she thought she saw kindness there, and a surprising, calm strength. It made her feel a little
ashamed of her own frailty. "Go and find a bed. I will look after Shaso-na until he falls
asleep."”

"But you are tired yourself. You rowed that boat all night!"

"It is something | was raised to do, like swimming and mending nets. | have worked harder—
and for less cause."

Briony stared at the girl for a moment, at the huge, round dark eyes and the naked brow shiny
as soapstone. Was she pretty? It was too hard to say, too many things about her were unusual,
but looking at the intelligent gaze and strong, regular features, Briony guessed that among her
own kind Ena might be considered pretty indeed.



"Very well," she said, surrendering at last. "'You are most kind. I'll take a candle and leave
you the lamp. We have bedding in the chest in the hall— I'll leave some out for you and for
Shaso."

"He will sleep where he is, | think," said Ena quietly, perhaps to spare Shaso the shame of
being talked about like a child. "He should be com-fortable enough.”

"When this is over and the Tollys are rotting on the gibbet, the Eddons will not forget their
friends.” The Skimmer girl showed no emotion at this, so Briony tried to make herself clear.
"You and your father will be rewarded."

Now Ena definitely did smile, even looked as though she might be sti-fling laughter, which
confounded Briony utterly, but she only said, "Thank you, Highness. It is my honor to do
what | can.”

Puzzled, but too weary to think about it, Briony felt her way to the nearest bedchamber,
turned over the dusty bedcover, then stretched out. It was only as sleep dragged her down that
she remembered this room had been the one that Kendrick had used.

Come back, then, she told her dead brother, dizzy with exhaustion. Come back and haunt me,
dear, dear Kendrick—J miss you so ... !

But the sleep into which she fell, tumbling slowly downward like a feather in a well, was
impenetrably dark, empty of both dreams and ghosts.

The island was surrounded by fog, but dawn still brought enough light to make the lodge on
M'Helan's Rock a familiar place once more—Ilight that slipped in through the high windows
and filled the great hall with a blue-gray glow as soft as the sheen on a pearl and made the
statues of the holy onirai in their wall-niches look as if they were stirring into life. Even

the kitchen again seemed to be the homely place Briony remembered. Things that she had
been too exhausted to notice the night before, the tang of the air, the lonely cries of
shearwaters and gulls, the heavy furniture scuffed by generations of Eddon children creating
imaginary riding-caravans or fortresses, now made her insides twist with sorrow and longing.
Gone. Every one of them. Barrick, Father, Kendrick. She felt her eyes brim with tears and
wiped them angrily. But Barrick and Father are alive—they must be. Don't be a stupid girl.
Not gone, just. . . somewhere else.

Crouched in the heather at the front of the lodge, she stared long and hard back at the castle. A
few torches seemed to be moving on the bay at the base of the castle walls—search boats
checking the inlets and caves along the shore of Midlan's Mount—but none of them seemed
to have ventured any farther from Southmarch. Briony felt a gleam of hope. If she herself had
forgotten the summer house, there was a chance the Tollys wouldn't remember until she and
Shaso were long gone.

Back in the kitchen she dutifully ate her fish soup, enlivened this time by wild rosemary
which Ena had found thriving in the masterless, over-grown garden. Briony could not be
certain when she would eat again, and she reminded herself that even fish soup was noble if it
would give her the strength to survive so that one day she could drive something sharp
through Hendon Tolly's heart.

Shaso was eating too, if not much more skillfully or swiftly than the night before. Still, his
ashen pallor had improved a little and his breathing did not hiss like a fireplace bellows. But
most important of all, though his eyes still lay sunken in dark-ringed flesh (which Briony
thought gave him the look of an oniron like laris or Zakkas the Ragged or some other sun-
scorched, wilderness-maddened prophet from The Book of the Trigon), his gaze was bright
and intent again—that of the Shaso she knew.

"We can go nowhere today." He took one last swallow before lowering the empty bowl. "We
cannot risk it."

"But surely the fog will hide us . . . ?"



His look had much of the old Shaso in it, equal parts irritation at being disputed and
disappointment that she had not thought things through completely. "Perhaps here, upon the
bay, Princess. But what about when we make land in the late afternoon, with the mist burned
away? Even if we are not seen by enemies, do you think the local fishermen there would be
likely to forget the unusual pair they saw landing?" He shook his head. "We are exiles,
Highness. Everything that has gone before will mean nothing if

you give yourself away to your enemies. If you are captured, Hendon Tolly will not put you
on trial or lock you away in the stronghold lo be .a rallying flag for those loyal to the Eddons.
No, he will kill you and no one will ever see your body. He will not mind a few rumors of you
among the people as long as he knows that you are safely dead."”

Briony thought of Hendon's grinning face and her hands twitched. "We should have stripped
his family of their titles and lands long ago. We should have executed the whole traitorous
lot.”

"When? When did they reveal their treachery before it was too late? And Gailon, although |
did not like him, was apparently an honorable ser-vant of your family's crown—if Hendon
has told the truth in this one thing, at least. As for Caradon, we also know only what Hendon
says of him, so his wickedness is as much in question as Gallon's goodness. The world is
strange, Briony, and it will only become stranger in the days ahead."

She looked at his leathery, stern face and was filled with shame that she had been such a fool,
to have taken so little care with the most precious of her family's possessions. What must he
think, her old teacher? What must he think of her and her twin, who had all but given away
the Eddons' throne?

As if he understood her thoughts, Shaso shook his head. "What hap-pened in the past remains
in the past. What is before us--that is every-thing. Will you put your trust in me? Will you do
just as | say, and only what | say?"

Despite all her mistakes and self-disgust, she could not help bristling. "I am not a fool, Shaso.
I am not a child any longer."

For a moment his expression softened. "No. You are a fine young woman, Briony Eddon, and
you have a good heart. But this is not the time for good hearts. This is the hour for suspicion
and treachery and murder, and | have much experience of all those things. | ask you to put
your trust in me."

"Of course | trust you—what do you mean?"

"That you will do nothing without asking me. We are exiles, with a price on our heads. As |
said, all that came before—your crown, your fam-ily's history—will mean nothing if we are
captured. You must swear not to act without my permission, no matter how small or
unimportant the act seems. Remember, | kept my oath to your brother Kendrick even when it
might have cost my life." He stopped and took a deep breath, coughed ,1

little. "It still might. So | want you to swear the same to me." He fixed her with his dark eyes.
This time it was not the imperious stare of old, the teacher's stare—there was actually
something pleading in it.

"You shame me when you remind me what you did for my family, Shaso. And you don't take
credit for your own stubbornness. But yes, | hear you, and yes, | understand. I'll listen to what
you say. I'll do what you think is best."”

"Always? No matter how you may doubt me? No matter how angry | make you by not
explaining my every thought?"

A quiet hiss startled Briony, until she realized it was the girl Ena, laugh-ing quietly as she
scrubbed out the soup pot. It was humiliating, but it would be more shameful still to continue



arguing like a child. "Very well. | swear on the green blood of Erivor, my family's patron. Is
that good enough?"

"You should be careful when you make oaths on Egye-var, Highness," said Ena cheerfully,
"especially here in the middle of the waters. He hears."

"What are you talking about? If | swear to Erivor, | mean it." She turned to Shaso. "Are you
satisfied now?"

He smiled, but it was only a grim flash of teeth, an old predator's reflex. "I will not be
satisfied with anything until Hendon Tolly is dead and who-ever arranged Kendrick's death
has joined him. But I accept your promise.” He winced as he straightened his legs. Briony
looked away: even though the Skimmer girl had bandaged the worst sores from the shackles,
he was still covered with ugly scrapes and bruises and his limbs were disturbingly thin. "Now,
tell me what has happened—everything you can remember. Little news was brought to me in
my cell, and | could make small sense out of what you told me last night.”

Briony proceeded as best she could, although it was difficult to summon up all that had
happened in the months Shaso dan-Heza had been locked in the stronghold, let alone make a
sensible tale of it. She told him of Bar-rick's fever and of Avin Brone's spy who claimed to
have seen agents of the Autarch of Xis in the Tolly's great house at Summerfield Court. She
told him about the caravan apparently attacked by the fairies, of Guard Captain Vansen's
expedition and what happened to them, and of the advancing army of the Twilight People that
had apparently invaded and secured the mainland city of Southmarch across Brenn's Bay,
leaving only the castle free. She even told him of the strange potboy Gil and his dreams, or at
least what little about them she could remember.

Although the Skimmer girl had shown no other signs of paying atten-tion to the bizarre
catalogue of events, when she heard CHI's pronounce-ments about Barrick, Ena put down her
washing and sat up straight. "Porcupine’s eye? He said to beware the Porcupine's eye?"

"Yes, what of it?"

"The Porcupine-woman is one of the most ill-named of all the Old Ones," Ena said seriously.
"She is death's companion.”

"What does that mean?" Briony asked. "And how would you know?"

The secretive smile stretched the girl's wide mouth again, but her eyes did not meet Briony's.
"Even on Skimmer's Lagoon, we know some im-portant things."

"Enough," said Shaso angrily. "I will sleep today—I do not like being a burden. When the sun
goes down, we will leave. Girl," he said to Ena, "take us to the Marrinswalk coast and then
your service will be over."

"As long as you eat something else before we leave," Ena told him. "More soup—you barely
touched what | gave you. | promised my father | would keep you safe, and if you collapse
again he will be angry”

Shaso looked at her as if she might be mocking him. She stared back, unfraid. "Then | will
eat,” he said at last.

Briony spent much of the afternoon staring out at the bay, fearful of see-ing boats coming
toward the island. When she got too cold at last, she went in and warmed herself at the fire.
On her way back to her sentinel perch in the heather, she walked through the lodge—a place
that once, because of its small size, had been more familiar to her than Southmarch Castle
itself. Even in daylight it now seemed as strange as everything else because of the way the
world had changed, all the things which had been so familiar and ordinary trans=formed in a
single night.

Right here, in this room, is where Father told us the story about Hiliometes and the manticore.
A tennight ago she would have sworn she could never forget the smallest detail of what it had
felt like to huddle in the blankets on their father's bed and hear the tale of the demigod's great



battle for the first time, yet here she was in the very chamber and suddenly it all seemed
vague. Had Kendrick been with them, or had he gone to bed, intent on going out early in the
morning with old Nynor to catch fish? Had there been a fire, or had it been one of those rare,
truly hot summer nights on M'Helan's Rock when the servants were told to leave all but the
kitchen fire unlit? She couldn't re

member anything but the story, now, and their father's exaggeratedly solemn, bearded face as
he spoke. Would she forget that one day, too? Would all her past vanish this way, bit by bit,
like tracks in the dirt pelted by rain?

Briony was startled by a wriggle of movement at the edge of her vi=sion—something moving
quickly along the skirting board. A mouse? She moved toward the corner and startled
something out from behind a table leg, but before she had a chance to see what it was it had
vanished again behind a hanging. It seemed strangely upright for a mouse—could it be a bird,
trapped in the house? But birds hopped, didn't they? She pulled back the wall hanging,
strangely apprehensive, but found nothing unusual.

A mouse, she thought. Climbed up the back of the tapestry and it's back in the roof by now.
Poor thing was probably startled half to death to have someone walk into this room—the
place has been empty for more than a year.

She wondered if she dared open the shuttered doors of King Olin's bed-room balcony. She
itched to look back at the castle, half-afraid that it too would have become insubstantial, but
caution won out. She made her way back through the room, the bed naked of blankets, a thin
powdering of dust on every surface, as if it were the tomb of some ancient prophet where no
one dared touch anything. In an ordinary year the doors would have been thrown wide to air
the room as the servants bustled through, sweeping and cleaning. There would have been
fresh flowers in the vase on the writing desk (only yellow ragwort if it was late in the season)
and water in the washing jug. Instead, her father was trapped in a room somewhere that was
probably smaller than this—maybe a bleak cell like the hole in which Shaso had been
imprisoned. Did Olin have a window to look out, a view—or only dark walls and fading
memories of his home?

It did not bear thinking about. So many things these days did not bear thinking about.

"I thought you said he had barely eaten," Briony said, nodding toward Shaso. She held out the
sack. "The dried fish is gone. Was it you? There were three pieces left when | saw last.”

Ena looked in the sack, then smiled. "I think we have made a gift."

"A gift? What do you mean? To whom?"

"To the small folk—the Air Lord's children."”

Briony shook her head in irritation. "Made a gift to the rats and mice, more likely. I think |
just saw one." She did not hold with such silly old tales—it was what the cooks and maids
said every time something went

missing: "Oh, it must have been the little folk, Highness. "The Old Ones nuist've look' it. "
Briony had a sudden pang, knowing what Barrick would have said about such an idea, the
familiar mockery that would have tinged his voice. She missed him so fiercely that tears
welled in her eyes.

A moment later she had to admit the irony of it: she was mourning her brother, who would
have poured scorn on the idea of "the small folk™ . . . because he was off fighting the fairies.
"It doesn't matter, | suppose,” she said to Ena. "Surely we will find something to eat in
Marrinswalk."



Ena nodded. "And perhaps the small folk will bring us luck in return for the food—yperhaps
they will call on Pyarin Ky'vos to lend us fair winds. They are his favorites after all, just as
my folk belong to Egye-Var."

Briony shook her head in doubt, then caught herself. Who was she, who had fought against a
murderous demon and barely survived, to make light of what others said about the gods? She
herself, although she prayed care—fully and sincerely to Zoria every day, had never believed
Heaven to be as active in people’s lives as others seemed to think—»but at the moment she and
her family needed all the help they could find. "You remind me, Ena. We must make an
offering at the Erivor shrine before we go."

"Yes, my lady. That is right and good."

So the girl approved, did she? How kind of her! Briony grimaced, but turned away so the girl
did not see. She realized for the first time that she missed being the princess regent. At least
people didn't openly treat you like you were a child or a complete fool—out of fear, if nothing
else! "Let's get Shaso down to the boat, first."

"I'll walk, curse it." The old man roused himself from his drowsing nap. "Is the sun down
yet?"

"Soon enough.” He looked better, Briony thought, but he was still frighteningly thin and
clearly very weak. He was old, older by many years than her father—she sometimes forgot
that, fooled by his strength and sharpness of mind. Would he recover, or would his time in the
stronghold leave him a cripple? She sighed. "Let's get on with things. It's a long way to the
Marrinswalk coast, isn't it?"

Shaso nodded slowly. "It will take all the night, and perhaps some of the morning.”

Ena laughed. "If Pyarin Ky'vos sends even a small, kind wind, I will have you on shore before
dawn."”

"And then where?" Briony knew better than to doubt this strong-armed girl, at least about
rowing a boat. "Should we not consider Blueshoro? |

know Tyne's wife well. She would shelter us, I'm certain—she's a good woman, if overly fond
of clothes and chatter. Surely that would be safer than Marrinswalk, where .. ."

Shaso growled, a deep, warning sound that might have issued from a cave. "Did you or did
you not promise to do as | say?"

"Yes, | promised, but . . ."

"Then we go to Marrinswalk. | have my reasons, Highness. None of the nobility can shield
you. If we force the ToUys' hand, Duke Caradon will bring the Summerfield troops to
Blueshore and throw down Aldritch Stead—they will never be able to hold off the Tollys with
Tyne and all his men gone to this battle you tell me of. They will announce you were a false
claimant—some serving girl | forced to play the part of the missing princess regent—and that
the real Briony is already long dead. Do you see?"

"l suppose . . ."

"Do not suppose. At this moment, strength is all and the Tollys hold the whip hand. You must
do what I ask and not waste time arguing. We may soon find ourselves in straits where
hesitation or childish stubbornness will kill us."

"So. Marrinswalk, then." Briony stood, struggling to hold down her anger. Calm, she told
herself. You made a promise—besides, remember the fool-ishness with Hendon. You cannot
afford your temper right now. You are the last of the Eddons. Suddenly frightened, she
corrected herself. The last of the Eddons in Southmarch. But of course, even that wasn't
true—there were no true Ed—dons left in Southmarch anymore, only Anissa and her baby, if
the child had survived his first, terrible night.



"I will attend to the sea god's shrine," she said, speaking as carefully as she could, putting on
the mask of queenly distance she had supposed left behind with the rest of the life that had
been stolen from her. "Help Lord dan-Heza down to the boat, Ena. | will meet you there."”
She walked out of the kitchen without looking back.

2
D rowmng
In the beginning the heavens were only darkness, but Zo came and pushed
the darkness away. When it was gone all that was left behind was Sva, the
daughter of the dark. Zo found her comely,
and together they set out to rule over everything, and make all right.
—from The Beginnings of Things The Book of the Trigon
D
ESPITE THE RAIN hissing down all around, spattering on the mossy rocks and drizzling
from the branches of the trees that leaned over them like disapproving old men, the boy made
no ef-fort to cover himself. As raindrops bounced from his forehead and ran down his face,
he barely blinked. Watching him made Ferras VVansen feel more lonely than ever.
What am | doing here? No power of the gods or earth should have been able to lure me back
to this mad place. But shame and desire, commingled in a most devastating way, had clearly
been more powerful than any gods, because here he was behind the Shadowline again, lost in
an unholy forest of crescent-leaved trees and vines sagging with heavy, dripping black
blos—soms, terrified that if he did lose the boy he would bring even more pain to the
Eddons—and more important, to Barrick's sister, Princess Briony.
Hidden lightning glowed above them and thunder rumbled as the cold torrent grew stronger.
Vansen scowled. This storm was too much, he de-cided: even if it meant another pitched
battle with the unresponsive prince",

they dared not go any farther today. If they were not struck by lightning or a deathly fever,
their horses would surely stumble blindly of a crag and they would die that way—even
Barrick's strange, dark fairy-horse was showing signs of distress, and Vansen's own mount
was within moments of balking completely. No sane person would travel unknown roads in
weather like this.

Of course, just now, Barrick Eddon was clearly far from sane; the prince showed no
inclination even to slow down, and was almost out of sight.

"Highness! "Vansen called above the hiss of rain. "If we ride farther we'll kill the horses, and
we won't survive without them." Time was confusing behind the Shadowline, but it seemed
they had been riding through this endless gloaming for at least a day. After a terrible battle
and a sleepless night spent hiding in the rocks at the edge of the battlefield, Ferras Vansen
was already so exhausted he feared he would lose his balance and fall out of his saddle. How
could the prince be any less weary?

"Please, Highness! | do not know where you are going but we will not reach it safely in this
weather. Let us make some shelter and rest and wait for the storm to pass.”

To his surprise, Barrick suddenly reined up and sat waiting in the harsh drizzle. The young
man did not even resist when Vansen caught up and half yanked him, half helped him out of
his saddle, then he sat quietly on a rock like an obedient child while the guard captain did his
best, spluttering and cursing, to shape wet branches into some kind of shelter. It was as though
only part of the prince were truly present, as though he were living deep inside his own body
like an ailing man in a huge house. Barrick Eddon did not look up even when Vansen



accidentally scratched his cheek with a pine bough, nor respond to the guardsman's apologies
with anything more than a slow eyeblink.

During his life at the castle Vansen had often thought that the nobility lived in a different
world than he and his kind, but never had it seemed more true than this moment.

What kind of lackwit are you? Vansen's tiny fire, only partly protected by the overhanging
rock against which he'd set it, hissed and struggled against the horizontal rain. An animal—he
prayed it was an animal—howled in the distance, a stuttering screech that made Vansen's hair
stand and prickle.

TRigon guard us, will you truly give up your own life for a boy who scarcely knows you're
here?

But he wasn't doing it for Barrick, not really. He'd nothing against the youth, but it was the
boy's sister that VVansen feared, whose grief if her twin were lost would break Ferras Vansen's
own heart beyond repair. He had sworn to her he would treat Barrick as though he were his
own family— an oath that was foolish in so many ways as to beggar the imagination.

He watched the prince eating one of their last pieces of jerked meat, chewing and staring as
absently as a cow in a meadow. Barrick was not merely distracted, he seemed lost in a way
Vansen couldn't quite under-stand. The boy could hear what VVansen said at least some of the
time or he would not have stopped here, and he occasionally looked his companion in the eye
as though actually seeing him. A few times he had even spoken, although saying nothing
much that Vansen could understand, mostly what the guardsman had begun to think of as elf-
talk, the same sort of babble Collum Dyer had spouted when the shadowlands had swallowed
his sense. But even at his best moments, the prince was not completely there. It was as though
Barrick Eddon were dying—but in the slowest, most peaceful way possible.

With a shudder, Vansen remembered something told to him by one of his Southmarch
guardsmen—Geral Kelty, who had been lost in these same lands on Vansen's last, terrifying
visit, vanished along with the merchant Raemon Beck and the others. Kelty had grown up a
fisherman's son on Landsend, and when he was still a boy, he and his father and younger
brother had been caught in a sudden violent squall where the bay met the ocean. Their boat
tipped over, then was pushed under by a wave and sank with horrifying swiftness, taking their
father with it. Kclty and his younger brother had clung to each other, swimming slowly
toward the land for a long time, fighting wind and high waves.

Then, with the beach at Coiner's Point just a short distance away, Kelty told VVansen, his
young brother had simply let go and slipped beneath the water.

"Tired, mayhap," Kelty had said, shaking his head, eyes still haunted. "Cramped. But he just
looked at me, peaceful-like, and then let himself slide away like he was getting under his
blanket of a night. I think he even smiled.” Kelty had smiled too as he told this, as if to make
up for the tears in his eyes. Vansen had been scarcely able to look at him. They had both

been drinking, another payday spent in the Badger's Boots or one of those other pestholes off
Market Square, and it was the time of night when strange things were said, things that were
sometimes difficult to forget, although most folk did their best.

Wincing now at the rain that leaked through their pathetic shelter of woven branches and ran
down the neck of his cloak, Ferras VVansen won-dered if Kelty had seen the same thing in his
younger brother's eyes that VVansen was seeing in Prince Barrick's, the same inexplicable
remoteness. Was Briony's brother about to die, too? Was he about to surrender himself and
drown in the shadowlands?

And if he does? What becomes of me? He had only barely made his way out of the
shadowlands the first time, led by the touched girl, Willow. No one, he felt sure, least of all
Ferras Vansen, could be that fortunate twice.



They had found an open track through the forest, a bit of clear path. Vansen jogged out ahead
of the prince, trying to spy out a place where they might stop and spend a few hours of rest in
the endless gray twilight. After what must have been several days' riding, the supplies in his
pack had dwin-dled to almost nothing; if they had to hunt for food, he wanted to do it here,
where the dim ghosts of the sun and moon still haunted the sky be-hind the mists. He could
not be certain that whatever animal he caught here would be more ordinary than prey taken
deeper behind the Shadow-line, but it was one small thing he was determined to do.

Vansen's horse abruptly shrilled and reared, almost throwing him from the saddle. At first he
thought they were being attacked, but the forest was still. His heart slowed a little. As he
brought the horse under control he called back to the prince to hold up, then, as he leaned
forward to stroke his mount's neck, trying to soothe the still-frightened animal, he saw the
dead thing on the ground.

At first disgust and alarm were mingled with relief, because the creature was no bigger than a
child of four or five years and was obviously in no state to do any harm: its head was mostly
off, and black blood gleamed all over its chest and belly and on the wet grass where it lay,
thinning and run-ning away under the remorseless rain. The more Vansen looked at the
corpse, though, the more disturbing he found it. It was like an ape, but with abnormally long
fingers and skin like a lizard's, rough and netted with scales. Knobs of gray bone stuck out
through the scaly hide at the joints and along the spine, not injuries but as much a part of it as
a cow's horns

or a man's fingernails. As Vansen examined the dead tiling further, he saw thai its lace was
disturbingly manlike, as brown as the rest of its studded hide but covered with smooth,
leathery skin. The dark eyes were wide open in a net of wrinkled flesh, and if he had seen
only them he would have been sure it was some little old man lying here, though the fanged
mouth gave things a different flavor.

Vansen poked hard with his sword but the thing did not move. He guided his horse wide
around the corpse, and watched as Barrick's milky-eyed mount took the same roundabout
path. The prince himself did not even look down.

Within moments Vansen saw a second and a third creature, both as dead and bloodied as the
first, slashed by a blade or long claws. He reined up, wondering what sort of beast had so
easily bested these unpleasant crea—-tures. Was it one of the terrible, sticklike giants that had
taken Collum Dyer? Or something worse, something . . . unimaginable? Perhaps even now it
watched them from the forest shadows, eyes gleaming.. ..

"Go slowly, Highness," he told Barrick, but he might have spoken Xix-ian for all the notice
the youth paid him.

Only a few paces ahead lay another clot of small, knobby corpses in the middle of the trail.
Vansen's horse pulled up, snuffling anxiously. Clearly, it did not want to step over the things,
although Barrick's shadow-bred horse showed no such compunction as it passed him. Vansen
groaned and climbed down to clear the trail. He was pushing one of the bodies with his sword,
hesitant to touch any of the creatures, when the thing abruptly came to life. Whistling in a
horrid way that VVansen only realized later was the mortal slash across its chest sucking air, it
managed to climb up his sword and sink its teeth into his arm before he could do more than
grunt in shock. He had thought many times of removing his mail shirt—the damp cold had
made it seem much more a burden than a benefit—but now he thanked the gods he had kept
it. The creature's teeth did not pierce the Funderling-forged rings, and he was able to smash its
wizened face hard enough to dislodge it from his arm. It hit the ground but did not run away,
scuttling toward him again, still whistling like a hillman's pipes with the sack burst.
"Barrick!" he shouted, wondering how many more of the creatures might be still alive and
lurking, "Highness, help me!"—but the prince was already out of sight down the trail.



Vansen backed away from his horse, not wanting to risk wounding it

with a wild swing, and as the little monstrosity leaped up toward his throat he managed to
strike it with the flat of his blade, knocking it aside. | lis heavy sword was not the best
weapon, but he did not dare take the time to pull his dagger. Before the hissing thing could get
up again he stepped for-ward and skewered it against the wet ground with his sword, pushing
through muscle and gut and crunching bone until his hilt was almost in reach of the creature's
claws, which waved feebly a few times, then curled in death.

Vansen took only a moment to catch his breath and wipe his blade on the wet grass before
clambering back up into the saddle, worried about the prince but also irritated. Hadn't the boy
heard him call?

He found Barrick just a short ride ahead, dismounted and staring down at a dozen or more of
the hairy creatures, all apparently safely dead this time. In their midst lay a dead horse with its
throat torn out and what Vansen at first thought was its equally dead rider lying facedown
beside it. The black-haired body was human enough in shape, wrapped in a torn dark cloak
and armor of some strange material with a blue-gray tortoiseshell-like finish. Vansen
dismounted and cautiously put his hand on the back of the corpse's neck, in a gap between
helmet and armor. To his surprise he could feel movement under his fingers—a slow, labored
rise: the rider was breathing. When he turned the victim over and pulled off the disturbing
skull helm, he got his second shock. The man had no face.

No, he realized after an instant, still sickened, it does—but that's no human face. He made the
sign of the Three as he fought against a sudden clutch of nausea. There were eyes in that pale,
membrane of flesh that stretched be—tween scalp and narrow chin, but because they were shut
they had seemed no more than creases of flesh beneath the wide brow, obscured by smears of
blood from what looked like a near-mortal gash in the thing's fore=head—the blood, at least,
was as red as that which flowed in a godly man. But the rest of the face was as featureless as a
drumskin, with no nose or mouth.

The faceless man's eyes flicked open, eyes red as his smeared blood. They struggled to fix on
the guard captain and the prince, then rolled up and the waxy lids fell again.

Vansen staggered to his feet in revulsion and fear. "It is one of them. One of the murdering
Twilight People."”

"He belongs to my mistress,” Barrick said calmly. "He wears her mark."”

"What?"

"He is injured. Sec to him. We will stop here." Barrick climbed down from his horse and
stood waiting, as though what he had said made perfect

sense.

"Forgive me, Highness, but what are you thinking? This is one of the demons who has tried to
kill us—tried to kill you. They have destroyed our armies and our towns." Vansen sheathed
his sword and slipped his dagger from its battered sheath. "No, step back and I will slit his
gorge. It is a more merciful death than many of our folk have received ..."

"Stop." Prince Barrick moved forward as if to put his own body be-tween the wounded
creature and the killing stroke. Ferras VVansen could only stare in astonishment. Barrick's eyes
were calm and intent—in fact, he seemed closer to his old self than he had since they had
crossed the Shadowline—but he was still acting like a madman.

"Highness, please, | beg of you, stand away. This thing is a murderer of our people. | saw this
very creature killing Aldritchmen and Kertewallers like a dog among rats. | cannot let him
live."

"No, you must let him live," Barrick declared. "He is on a grave errand."”

"What? What errand?”



"I do not know. But I know the signs upon him and I hear the voices they make in my head. If
we do not help him, more of. . . our kind will die. Mortals." The young prince regent's
hesitation was strange, as if for a moment he had forgotten to which side of the conflict he
belonged.

"But how can you know that? And who is this 'mistress' you speak of? Not your sister, surely.
Princess Briony would not want you to do any of these things."

Barrick shook his head. "Not my sister, no. The great lady who found me and commanded
me. She is one of the highest. She looked at me and . . . and knew me. Now help him, please."
For a moment the prince's gaze became even clearer, but a hard look of pain and loss came
too, like ice forming on a shallow pond. "I do not... do not know what to do. How to do it.
You must."

Vansen stared at Barrick. Barrick stared back. The boy would not let him kill this monster
without a fight, he'd made that clear. Vansen had already tried several times to sway Barrick
from these strange, spellbound moods but had found no way to do it without harming him, so
fierce was his re-sistance. It would be bad enough to face Briony Eddon if he allowed the boy
to come to harm—how much worse if it was VVansen himself who hurt the prince?

He cursed under his breath and sheathed his sword, then began to re-move the creature’s
strange shell-like armor, which, considering the cold, wet day, was warmer to the touch than
if it had been metal or anything else decent. Cursed black magic—I should never have come
here again. Every hour, it seemed, some new and unwholesome choice was put before him.
Instead of a soldier, | should have been a king's poison-taster, he thought bleakly. At least
then | wouldn't have survived to see the outcome of my failures.

He had been adrift in the depths of his own being for so long that only now, as he was finally
nearing the surface again, did Barrick Eddon begin to understand how completely he had been
lost.

From the moment that the fairy-woman's eye had caught and held his own he had lost the
sequence of everything. From that astounding instant when he had lain stunned and helpless
as the giant's club had swung up but death had not followed, all the moments of his life,
strung in ordered se—quence like Kanjja pearls on a necklace, had suddenly flown apart, as if
someone had broken the string and dumped those precious pearls into swirling water. His
childhood, his dreams, barely recognized faces and even all the moments of Briony and his
father and family, the army of Shadow-line demons, a million more glittering instants, had all
become discontinu-ous and simultaneous, and Barrick had floated among them like a
drowning man watching his own last bubbles.

In fact, for a while the most clear-thinking part of him had been certain he was dead, that the
giant's club had fallen, that the spiky porcupine woman and her fierce, all-knowing gaze had
been nothing but a last mo-mentary glimpse of the living world before it was torn from him, a
glimpse which had expanded into an entire, shadowy imitation of life, another bub-ble to
observe, another loose pearl.

Now he knew better—now he could think again. But even though he could feel the wind and
rain on his face once more, even though he again had a sense of life unrolling moment by
moment instead of surrounding him in a disordered whirl, it was all still very strange.

For one thing, although he could no longer remember the important thing the fairy-woman
had told him, he knew that he could no more go against her wishes than he could sprout wings
and fly away, just as he had known that her servant, the faceless one they had discovered,
must be saved.

But how could it be that someone could command him and he could not say the reason or
remember the command?



liven the few things in his life that had once given Barrick comfort now seemed distant—nhis
home, his family, his pastimes, the things he had clung to throughout his youth, when he had
often feared he would go mad. But at this moment, of all of it, only Briony still seemed
entirely real—she was in his heart and it seemed now that not even his own death would
dislodge her. He felt he would carry her memory even into the darkest house, right to the foot
of Kernios' throne, but all, the other things that he had been taught were so important had
been were revealed to be only beads on a fraying string.

Ferras Vansen did not notice the wounded fairy wake. For hours the creature had lain
deathlike and limp, eyes shut, then he suddenly discovered the red stare burning out at him
from that awful, freakish face.

Something pressed behind his eyes, a painful intrusion that buzzed in his head like a trapped
hornet. He took a step back, wondering what magic this shadow-thing was using to attack
him, but the scarlet eyes widened and the buzzing abruptly faded, leaving only a trace of
confused inquiry like a voice heard in the last moments of sleep.

"I cannot really tell him," Prince Barrick said. "Can you?"

"Tell... ? What do you mean?" Vansen eyed the fairy, who still lay with his head propped on a
saddlebag, looking weak and listless. If he was preparing to spring he was hiding it well.
"Didn't you hear him?" But now Barrick seemed confused, rubbing his head and grimacing as
though it hurt. "He said he wants to know why we saved him, our enemy. But I don't know
why we did it—I can hardly remember."

"You told me we had to, Highness—don't you remember?" Vansen paused. Somehow, he was
being pulled into the madness as well, just when he could not afford to lose his grip on
sanity—not here behind the Shadowline. "But what do you mean, 'said? He said nothing,
Prince Bar-rick. He has only just woken and he said nothing."

"Ah, but he did, although I could not understand all of it." Barrick leaned forward, watching
the stranger intently. "Who are you? Why do | know you?"

i

The Twilight man stared back. VVansen again felt something pressing he-hind his eyes and his
ears began to ache as though he had held his breath too long.

"Surely you heard that.” Barrick had closed his eyes, as if listening to fas—cinating music.
"Highness, he said nothing! For the love of Perin Skyfather, he has no mouthl"

The prince's eyes popped open. "Nevertheless, he speaks and | hear him. He is called Gyir the
Storm Lantern. He is on a mission to the king of his people, the ones we call the fairy folk.
Lady Yasammez, his mistress, has sent him." Barrick shook his head. "I did not know her
name before now, but she is my mistress, too. Yasammez!" For a moment his face clouded as
if he remembered a terrible pain. "I should love her, but I do not.”

"Love her? Who are you talking of? That she-dragon who led the enemy? That spiky bitch
with the white sword? May the gods save us, Prince Barrick, she must have put some kind of
evil spell on you!"

The red-haired boy shook his head again, forcefully this time. "No. That is not true. | do not
know how 1 know, or . . . or even what I know, but I know that isn't the truth. She revealed
things to me. Her eye found me and she laid a task on me." He turned to the one he had
named Gyir, who was watching with the bright, sullen glare of a caged fox. For a moment,
Bar-rick sounded like his old self. "Tell me, why has she chosen me? What does she want,
your mistress?"

There was no reply that VVansen could hear, only the pressure in his head again, but more
gentle this time.



"But you are high in her confidences," said Barrick, as if carrying on an ordinary
conversation. "You are her right hand."

Whatever answer he thought he heard, though, it brought the young prince no happiness. He
waved his hand in frustration, then turned back to the fire, refusing to speak more.

Ferras Vansen stared at the impossible creature. Gyir, if that was truly his name and not some
madness of the prince's, did not seem disposed to move, let alone to try to escape. The huge
welt on the creature's forehead still seeped blood, and he had other ugly wounds that VVansen
felt sure were bites from the strange lizard-apes, but even so the dalesman could not imag-ine
sleeping while this monstrosity lay just on the other side of the fire. Could the prince really
talk to him? And how did a thing like that survive,

with no mouth or nose? It seemed utter madness. How did it breathe, how did it eat?

/ am trapped in a nightmare, he thought, and it grows worse with each passing hour. Now we
have invited a murderous enemy to share our fire. He propped him-self against an
uncomfortable tree root in the hopes it would keep him awake and alert. A waking nightmare,
and all I want to dois sleep . ..

The rain had abated when Vansen woke, but water still drizzled from the trees, pattering on
the thick carpet of fallen leaves and needles like a thou-sand muffled footsteps. There was
light, but only the usual directionless gray glow.

Vansen groaned. He hated this place. He had hoped never to see this side of the Shadowline
again, but instead—as though the gods had heard his wish and decided to play a cruel joke—it
seemed he could not stay out of it.

He started up suddenly, realizing he had drowsed when he had been de-termined not to—
with one of the deadly Twilight folk in their camp! He clambered to his feet, but the strange
creature known as Gyir was asleep: with most of his faceless head shrouded in his dark cloak,
he looked almost like a true man.

The prince was also sleeping, but a superstitious fear made Vansen crawl across the sodden
carpet of dead leaves that separated them so that he could get a closer look. All was well:
Barrick'’s chest rose and fell. VVansen stared at the youth's pale face, the skin so white that even
by firelight he could see the blue veins beneath the surface. For a moment he felt unutterably
weary and defeated. How could he possibly keep one frail child—and a mad one at that—safe
in the midst of so much strangeness, so much peril?

| promised his sister. | gave my word. Even here, surely, at the end of the world, a man's
pledge meant something—perhaps everything. If not, the world tottered, the skies fell, the
gods turned their back on meaning.

"Gyir will ride with me," Barrick announced.

The Twilight man stirred, beginning to wake, or at least beginning to show that he was awake.
Vansen leaned closer to the prince so he could speak quietly. "Highness, | beg of you, think
again. 1 do not know what magic has possessed you, but what possible reason could you have
to take this enemy with us—a creature whose race is bent on destroying all our kind?"

Barrick only shook his head, almost sadly. "I cannot explain it to you, Vansen. | know what |
must do, and it is something far more important than you can understand. | may not
understand it all myself, but I know this is true.” The prince looked more animated than he
had since they had first ridden from Southmarch weeks before. "And | know just as clearly
that this man Gyir must complete his task as well. He will ride with me. Now give him his
armor and his sword back. These are dangerous lands."

"What? No, Highness—he will not have his sword, even if you call me traitor!"

Gyir had awakened. Vansen saw an expression on the creature's feature-less face that almost
seemed like amusement—a drooping of the eyelids, a slow turn away from Vansen's scrutiny.



It enraged him, but also made him wonder again at how the creature lived at all, how it ate
and breathed. If it could not make a recognizable expression on the curved skin of its face,
how did it communicate to others? The prince certainly seemed to think he understood him.
Gyir chose to retain his thundercloud-blue breastplate and his helmet, but left the rest of his
armor where it had been thrown. Already the grass seemed to be covering it over. The tall
fairy sat behind Barrick on the strange dark horse the prince had brought from the battlefield.
The tall Twilight demon Gyir could snap the boy's neck in an instant if he chose, but Barrick
seemed undisturbed to have him so near. Together they looked like some two-headed
monstrosity out of an old wall-painting, and VVansen could not help superstitiously making the
sign of the Three, but if this invocation of the true gods bothered Gyir in any way, he gave no
sign of it.

"Where are we going exactly, Highness?" Vansen asked wearily. He had lost command of this
journey long ago—there was no sense in pretending otherwise.

"That way," Barrick said, pointing. "Toward high M'aarenol."

How the prince could claim to see some foreign landmark in this con—-founding eternal
twilight was more than Ferras Vansen could guess. Gyir now turned his ember-red eyes
toward Vansen, and for a moment he could almost hear a voice inside his skull, as though the
wind had blown a hand-ful of words there without him hearing them first—words that were
not words, that were almost pictures.

A long way, the words seemed to say. A long, dangerous way.

Ferras Vansen could think of nothing to do but shake the reins, turn his horse, and ride out in
the direction Barrick had indicated. Vansen had lost his mind to madness once before in this
place, or as near to it as he could imagine. Perhaps madness was simply something he would
have to learn to live in, as a fish could live in water without drowning.

/

3

Night Noises

O my children, listen! In the beginning all was dry and empty and

fruitless. Then the light came and brought life to the nothingness, and of

this light were born the gods, and all the earth's joys and sorrows.

This is truth | tell you.

—from The Revelations of Nushash, Book One

T

HE FACE WAS COLD and emaotionless, the skin pale and blood-less as Akaris marble, but it
was the eyes that terrified Chert most: they seemed to glare with an inner fire, like red sunset
knifing down through a crack in the world's ceiling.

"Who are you to meddle in the gods' affairs?" she demanded. "You are the least of your
people—Iless than a man. You betray the Mysteries without apology or prayer or ritual. You
cannot even protect your own family. When the day comes that Urrigijag the Thousand-Eyed
awakes, how will you explain yourself to him? Why should he take you before the Lord of the
Hot Wet Stone to be judged and then wel-comed, as the righteous are welcomed when their
tools are at last set down? Will he not simply cast you into the void of the Stoneless Spaces to
lament forever... ?" And he could feel himself falling already, tumbling into that endless
emptiness. He tried to scream, but no sound would come from his airless throat.

Chert sat up in bed, panting, sweat beading on his face even in the midst of a chilly night.
Opal made a grumbling sound and reclaimed some of the blanket, then rolled over, putting her
back to her annoying, restless husband.



Why should that face haunt his dream? Why should the grim noblewoman who had
commanded the Twilight army—who in actuality had regarded Chert as though he were
nothing more than a beede on the tabletop—rail at him about the gods? She had not even
really spoken to him, let alone made accusations that were so painful it felt as though they had
been chiseled into his heart and could not be effaced.

/ can't even protect my family—it's true. My wife cries every evening after Flint has fallen
asleep—the hoy who no longer recognizes us. And all because I let him go dashing off and
could not find him until it was too late. At least that's what Opal thinks.

Not that she said any such thing. His wife was aware of the weapon her tongue could be, and
since that strange and terrible time a tennight gone, she had never once blamed him. Perhaps |
am the only one blaming me, he thought, perhaps that is what the dream means. He wished he
could believe that were true.

A quiet noise suddenly caught his attention. He held his breath, listen-ing. For the first time
he realized that what had awakened him was not the fearfulness of the dream but a dim
comprehension of something out of the ordinary. There it was again—a muffled scrabbling
sound like a mouse in the wall. But the walls of Funderling houses were stone, and even if
they had been made of wood like the big folks' flimsy dwellings, it would be a brave mouse
indeed that would brave the sovereign territory of Opal Blue Quartz.

Is it the boy? Chert's heart flopped again. Is he dying from those strange va-pors we breathed
in the depths? Flint had never been well since coming back, sleeping away most days,
speechless as a newborn much of the time he was awake, staring at his foster parents as
though he were a trapped animal and they his captors—the single thing that tore most at
Opal's heart.

Chert roiled out of bed, trying not to wake his wife. He padded into the other room, scarcely
feeling the cold stone against his tough soles. The boy looked much as always, asleep with his
mouth open and his arms cast wide, half on his stomach as though he were swimming, the
covers kicked away. Chert paused first to lay a hand on Flint's ribs to be reassured by his
breath=ing, then felt the boy's forehead for signs that the fever had returned. As he leaned
close in the darkness he heard the noise again—a strange, slow scratching, as though some
ancient Funderling ancestor from the days be=fore burning were digging his way up toward
the living.

Chert stood, his heart now beating very swiftly indeed. The sound came

from the front room. An intruder? One of the burning-eyed Twilight folk, an assassin sent
because the stony she-general now regretted letting him go? For a moment he felt his heart
would stutter and stop, but his thoughts kept racing. The entire castle was in turmoil because
of the events of Winter's Eve, and Funderling Town itself was full of mistrustful whispers—
might it be someone who feared the strange child Chert and Opal had brought home? It
seemed unlikely it was someone planning thievery—the crime was almost unknown in
Funderling Town, a place where everyone knew everyone else, where the doors were heavy
and the locks made with all the cunning that generations of stone- and metal-workers could
bring to bear.

The front room was empty, nothing amiss except the supper dishes still sitting on the table,
ample witness to Opal's unhappiness and lethargy. In Endekamene, the previous month, she
would have dragged herself across the house on two broken legs rather than risk a morning
visitor seeing the previous night's crockery still unwashed, but since Flint's disappearance and
strange return his wife seemed barely able to muster the energy to do any-thing but sit by the
child's bedside, red-eyed.

Chert heard the dry scratching again, and this time he could tell it came from outside the front
door: something or someone was trying to get in.



A thousand superstitious fears hurried through his brain as he went to where his tools were
hanging on the wall and took out his sharpest pick, called a shrewsnout. Surely nothing could
get through that door unless he opened it—he and Opal's brother had worked days to shape
the heavy oak, and the iron hinges were the finest product of Metal House craftsmen. He even
considered going back to bed, leaving the problem for the morning, or for whatever other
householder the scratching burglar might visit next, but he could not rid himself of a memory
of little Beetledown, the Rooftopper who had almost died helping Chert look for Flint. The
castle above was in chaos, with troops in Tolly livery ranging everywhere to search for any
information about the astonishing kidnapping of Princess Briony. What if Beetledown was
now the one who needed help? What if the little man was out there on Chert's doorstep, trying
desperately to make his presence known in a world of giants?

Weapon held high, Chert Blue Quartz took a breath and opened the door. It was surprisingly
dark outside—a darkness he had never seen in the night streets of Funderling Town. He
squeezed the handle of his pick until his palm hurt, the tool he could wield for an hour straight
without a tremor now quivering as his hand shook.

"Who is there?" Chert whispered into the darkness. "Show yourself!" Something groaned, or
even growled, and for the first time the terrified Chert could see that it was not black outside
because the darklights of Fun-derling Town had gone out, but because a huge shape was
blocking his doorway, shadowing everything. He stepped back, raising the shrewsnout to
strike at this monster, but missed his blow as the thing lunged through the door and knocked
him sideways. Still, even though he had failed to hit it, the intruding shape collapsed in the
doorway. It groaned again, and Chert raised the pick, his heart hammering with terror. A
round, pale face looked up at him, grime-smeared but quite recognizable in the light that now
spilled in through the doorway.

Chaven, the royal physician, lifted hands turned into filthy paws by crusted, blackened
bandages. "Chert . . . ?" he rasped. "Is that you? I'm afraid . .. I'm afraid I've left blood all over
your door. . .."

The morning was icy, the stones of Market Square slippery. The silent people gathered
outside the great Trigonate temple of Southmarch seemed a single frozen mass, packed
shoulder to shoulder in front of the steps, wrapped in cloaks and blankets against the bitterly
cold winds off the sea.

Matty Tinwright watched the solemn-faced nobles and dignitaries as they emerged from the
high-domed temple. He desperately wanted a drink. A cup of mulled wine—or better, two or
three cups!—something to warm his chilled bones and heart, something to smear the hard,
cold edges of the day into something more acceptable. But of course the taverns were closed
and the castle kitchens had been emptied out, every lord, lady, serv-ing maid, and scullion
commanded to stand here in the cold and listen to the pronouncements of their new masters.
Mostly new, at least: Lord Constable Avin Brone stood with the others at the top of the steps,
big as ever—bigger even, since the dark clothes and heavy cloak he wore made him look like
something that should be on creaking wooden wheels instead of boots, some monstrous
machine for knocking down the walls of besieged castles. Brone's presence, more than all
else, had quelled any doubts Tinwright might have had about the as—tonishing events of the
last days. Surely King Olin's most solid friend and most trusted servitor would not stand up
beside Hendon Tolly if (as some whispered) there had been foul dealing in Princess Briony's
disappearance.

Tinwright had not forgotten his own encounter with Brone-surely not
even the Tollys of Summerfield would dare make that man angry!



The skirl of the temple musicians' flutes died away, the last censer was swung—already the
smoke was vanishing, shredded by the hard, cold breeze—and, after a ragged flourish of
trumpets from the shivering heralds, Avin Brone took a few steps forward to the edge of the
steps and looked down at the gathered castle folk.

"You have heard many things in these last days." His great bull-bellow of a voice carried far
across the crowd. "Confused times breed confused stories, and these have been some of the
most confusing times any of us have seen in our lifetimes." Brone lifted a broad hand. "Quiet!
Listen well! First, it is true that Princess Briony Eddon has been taken, apparently by the
criminal Shaso dan-Heza, the traitor who was once master of arms. We have searched for
days, but there is no sign of either of them within the walls of Southmarch. We are praying for
the princess' safe return, but | as—sure you we are not merely leaving it up to the gods."

The murmuring began again, louder. "Where is the prince?" someone near the front shouted.
"Where is her brother?"

Brone's shoulders rose and he balled his fists. "Silence! Must you all jab-ber like Xandy
savages? Hear my words and you will learn something. Prince Barrick was with Tyne of
Blueshore and the others, fighting the in—vaders at Kolkan's Field. We have had no word from
Tyne for days, and the survivors who have made their way back can tell us little." Several in
the crowd looked out across the narrow strait toward the city, still now and ap-parently
empty. They had all heard the singing and the drums that echoed there at night, and had seen
the fires. "We hold out hope, of course, but for now we must assume our prince is lost, killed
or captured. It is in the hands of the gods." Brone paused at the uprush of sound, the cries and
curses which started out low but quickly began to swell. When he spoke again his voice was
still loud, but not as clear and composed as it had been; that by itself helped still the crowd.
"Please! Remember, Olin is still king here in Southmarch! He may be imprisoned in the
south, but he is still king—and his line still survives!" He pointed to a young woman standing
next to Hendon Tolly, plump, and plain—a wet nurse holding what was apparently an infant,
although it could have been an empty tangle of blankets for all Matt Tinwright could make it
out. "See, there is the king's youngest," Brone declared,"—a new son, born on Winter's Eve!
Queen Anissa lives. The child is healthy. The Eddon line survives."

Now Drone waved his hands, imploring the crowd for quiet rather than ordering them, and
Tinwright could not help wondering at how this man who had terrified him down to the soles
of his feet could have changed so, as if something inside of him had torn and not been fully
mended.

But why should that surprise? Briony, our gracious, wonderful princess, is gone, and young
Barrick is doubtless dead, killed by those supernatural monsters. Tin-wright's poetic soul
could feel the romantic correctness of that, the sym-metry of the lost twins, but could not
work up as much sympathy for the brother. He truly, truly missed Briony, and feared for
her—she had been Matt Tinwright s champion. Barrick, on the other hand, had never hidden
his contempt.

Brone now' gave way to Hendon Tolly, who was dressed in unusually somber attire—somber
for him, anyway—-black hose, gray tunic, and fur-lined black cloak, his clothes touched here
and there with hints of gold and emerald. Hendon was known as one of the leading blades of
fashion north of the great court at Tessis. Tinwright, who admired him without liking him,
had always been sensitive to the nuances of dress among those above his own station, and
thought the youngest Tolly brother seemed to be en—joying his new role as sober guardian of
the populace.

Hendon raised his hand, which was mostly hidden by the long ruff on his sleeve. His thin,
usually mobile face was a mask of refined sorrow. "We Tollys share the same ancient blood
as the Eddons—King Olin is my uncle as well as my liegelord, and despite the bull on our



shield, the wolf blood runs in our veins. We swear we will protect his young heir with every
drop of that blood." Hendon lowered his head for a moment as if in prayer, or perhaps merely
overcome by humility at the weight of his task. "We have all been pained by great loss this
terrible winter, we Tollys most of all, be-cause we have also lost our brother Gailon, the
duke. But fear not! My other brother Caradon, the new duke of Summerfield, has sworn that
the ties between our houses will become even stronger.” Hendon Tolly straightened. "Many of
you are frightened because of worrisome news from the battlefield and the presence of our
enemy from the north—the enemy that even now waits at our doorstep, just across the bay. |
have heard some speak of a siege. | say to you, what siege?" He swept his arm toward the
haunted, silent city beyond the water, sleeve flaring like a crow's wing. "Not an arrow, not a
stone, has passed our walls. | see no enemy—do you? It could be that someday these goblins
will come against us, but it is more likely that they have seen the majesty of the walls of

Southmarch and their hearts have grown faint. Otherwise, why would they give no sign of
their presence?”

A murmur drifted up from the crowd, but it seemed, for the first time, to have something of
hope in it. Hendon Tolly sensed it and smiled.

"And even if they did, how will they defeat us, my fellow South-marchers? We cannot be
starved, not as long as we have our harbor and good neighbors. And already my brother the
duke is sending men to help protect this castle and all who dwell in it. Never fear, Olin's heir
will some-day sit proudly on Olin's throne!"

Now a few cheers broke out from the heartened crowd, although in the windswept square it
did not make a very heroic sound. Still, even Matt Tin-wright found himself reassured.

/ may not like the man overmuch, but imagine the trouble we would have been in if Hendon
Tolly and his soldiers had not been here! There would have been riots and all manner of
madness. Still, he had not slept well ever since hearing about the supernatural creatures on
their doorstep, and he noticed that Tolly, for all his confidence, had said nothing about rooting
the shadow folk out of the abandoned city.

Hierarch Sisel now came forth to bless the crowd on behalf of the Trigonate gods. As the
hierarch intoned the ritual of Perin's Forgiveness, Lord Tolly—the castle's new protector—fell
into deep conversation with Tirnan Havemore, the new castellan. The king's old counselor
Nynor had retired from his position, and Havemore, who had been Avin Brone's fac-tor, had
been the surprising choice to replace him. Tinwright could not resist looking at the man with
envy. To rise so quickly, and to such im-portance! Brone must have been very pleased with
him to give him such honor. But as Avin Brone now watched Tolly and Havemore, Tinwright
could not help thinking he did not look either pleased or proud. Tin-wright shrugged. There
were always intrigues at court. It was the way of the world.

And perhaps there is a place for me there, too, he thought hopefully, even with-out my
beloved patroness. Perhaps if | make myself noticed, | too will be lifted up.

Turning, the blessing forgotten, Matty Tinwright began to work his way out through the
crowd, thinking of ways his own splendid light might be revealed to those in the new
Southmarch who would recognize its gleam.

To her credit, Opal handled the discovery of a bleeding, burned man twice her size sprawling
on her floor with no little grace.

"Oh!" she said, peering out from the sleeping room, "What's this? I'm not dressed. Are you
well, Chert?"

"I am well, but this friend is not. He has wounds that need tending ..."

"Don't touch him! I'll be out in @ moment."”



At first Chert thought she feared for her dear husband, that he might take some contagion
from their wounded visitor, or that the injured man, in pain and delirium, might lash out like a
dying animal. After some con-sideration, though, he realized that Opal didn't trust him not to
make things worse.

"The boy's still asleep,"” she said as she emerged, still pulling her wrap around herself. "He
had another poor night. What's this, then? Who is this big fellow and why is he here at this
hour?"

"It is Chaven, the royal physician. I've told you about him. As to why ..."

"Crawled.” Chaven's laugh was dry and painful to hear. "Crawled across the castle in darkness
... to here. I need help with my ... my wounds. But I cannot stay. You are in danger if | do.”
"Nobody's in anywhere near as much danger as you, looking at those burns," Opal said,
scowling at the physician's pitiful, crusted hands. "Hurry, bring me some water and my herb-
basket, old man, and be quiet about it. We don't need the boy underfoot as well."

Chert did as he was told.

By the time Opal had finished cleaning Chaven's burns with weak brine, covered them with
poultices of moss paste, and begun to bind them with clean cloth, the wounded physician was
asleep, his chin bumping against his chest every time she pulled a bandage snug.

Opal stood and looked down at her handiwork. "Is he trustworthy?" she asked quietly.

"He is the best of the big folk | know."

"That doesn't answer my question, you old fool."”

Chert couldn't help smiling. "I'm glad to see the difficulties we've been through lately haven't
cost you your talent for endearments, my sweet. Who can say? The whole world up there is
topsy-turvy. Up there? We have a child of the big folk living in our own house who plays
some part in this war with the fairy folk. Everything has gone mad both upground and here."
"Injured or not, | won't have the fellow in the house unless you tell me he can be trusted. We
have a child to think of.”

Chert sighed. "He is one of the best men 1 know, ordinary or big. And he might understand
something of what's happened to Flint."

Opal nodded. "Right. He'll sleep for hours—he drank a whole cup of mossbrew, and he can't
have much blood left to mix it with. We'd best get what sleep we can ourselves."

"You are a marvel," he told her as they climbed back under the blanket. "All these years and |
still cannot believe my luck."

"I can't believe your luck, either." But she sounded at least a little pleased. Better than that,
Chert had seen in her eyes as she tended the doc-tor's wounds something he had not seen
there since he had brought Flint back home—purpose. It was worth a great deal of risk to see
his good wife become something like herself again.

Chaven could barely hold the bread in his hands, but he ate like a dog who had been shut for
days in an abandoned cottage. Which, as he began to tell Chert and Opal his story, was not so
far from the truth.

"I have been hiding in the tunnels just outside my own house." He paused to wipe his face
with his sleeve, trying to dab away some of the water that had escaped his clumsy handling of
the cup. "The secret door, Chert, the one you know—there is a panel that comes out of the
wall of the inside hallway and hides the door from prying eyes. | closed that be=hind me and
went to ground in the tunnels like a hunted fox. | managed to bring a water bottle that had
gone with me on my last journey, but had no time to find food."

"Eat more, then," Chert said, "—»but slowly. Why should you be hiding? What has happened
to the world up there? We hear stories, and even if they are only half true or less, they are still
astonishing and terrifying—the fairy folk defeating our army, the princess and her brother
dead or run away ..."



"Briony has not run away," said Chaven, scowling. "I would stake my life on that. In fact, |
already have."

Chert shook his head, lost. "What are you talking about?"

"It is a long tale, and as full of madness as anything you have heard about fairy armies . . ."
Opal stood abruptly as a noise came from behind them. Flint, pale and bleary-eyed, stood in
the doorway. "What are you doing out of bed?" she demanded.

The boy looked at her, his face chillingly dull. With all the things that

had been strange or even frightening about him before, Chert could not help thinking, this
lifeless, disinterested look was worse by far. "Thirsty."

"I'll bring you in water, child. You are not ready to be out of bed yet, so soon after the fever
has passed.” She gave Chert and Chaven a significant glance. "Keep your voices down," she
told them.

Chert had barely begun to describe the bizarre events of Winter's Eve when Opal returned
from getting Flint back into bed, so he started again. His tale, which would have been an
incredible one coming from the mouth of someone recently returned from exotic foreign
lands, let alone the fa-miliar precincts of Southmarch, would have been impossible to believe
had it not been Chaven himself speaking, a man Chert knew to be not just honest, but
rigorously careful about what he knew and did not know, about what could be proved or only
surmised. "Built on bedrock,"” as Chert's father had always said of someone trustworthy, "not
on sand, sliding this way and that with every shrug of the Elders."”

"So do you think that this Tolly villain had something to do with the southern witch, Selia?"
Chert asked. "With the death of poor Prince Kendrick and the attack on the princess?" From
his one brief meeting with her, Chert had a proprietorial fondness for Briony Eddon, and
already loathed Hendon Tolly and his entire family with an unquenchable hatred.

"I can't say, but the snatches of conversation I heard from him and his guards made them
sound just as surprised as me. But their treachery to the royal family cannot be questioned,
nor their desire to murder me, a witness of what really happened.”

"They truly would have killed you?" asked Opal.

"Definitely, had | remained to be killed,” Chaven said with a pained smile. "As I hid from
them in the Tower of Spring, | heard Hendon Tolly telling his minions that | was by no means
to survive my capture—that he would reward the man who finished me."

"Elders!" breathed Opal. "The castle's in the hands of bandits and mur-derers!"

"For the moment, certainly. Without Princess Briony or her brother, | see no way to change
things." All the talking had tired the physician; he seemed barely able to keep his head up.
"We must get you to one of the powerful lords,” Chert said. "Someone still loyal to the king,
who will protect you until your story is told."

"Who is left? Tyne Aldritch is dead in Kolkan's Field, Nynor retreated

to his country house in fear,” Chaven said flatly. "And Avin Brone seems to have made his
own peace with the Tollys. | trust no one." He shook his head as if it were a heavy stone he
had carried too long. "And worst of all, the Tollys have taken my house, my splendid
observatory!"

"But why would they do that? Do they think you're still hiding there?"

"No. They want something, and I fear | know what. They are tearing things apart—I could
hear them through the walls from my tunnel hiding-places—searching. Searching ..."
"Why? For what?"

Chaven groaned. "Even if | am right about what they seek, | am not cer-tain why they want
it—but I am frightened, Chert. There is more afoot here and in the world outside than simply
a struggle for the throne of the March Kingdoms."



Chert suddenly realized that Chaven did not know the story of his own adventures, about the
inexplicable events surrounding the boy in the other room. "There is more," he said suddenly.
"Now you must rest, but later | will tell you of our own experiences. | met the Twilight folk.
And the boy got into the Mysteries."

"What? Tell me now!"

"Let the poor man sleep.” Opal sounded weary, too, or perhaps just weighed down again with
unhappiness. "He is weak as a weanling."

"Thank you ..." Chaven said, barely able to form words. "But... | must hear this tale . . .
immediately. | said once that | feared what the moving of the Shadowline might mean. But
now I think | feared . . . too little." His head sagged, nodded. "Too little . . ." he sighed,"... and
too . .. late . .." Within a few breaths he was asleep, leaving Chert and Opal to stare at each
other, eyes wide with apprehension and confusion.

4
The Hada~d'in~Mozan

The greatest offspring of Void and Light was Daystar, and by his

shining all was better known and the songs had new shapes. And in

this new light Daystar found Bird Mother and together they engendered
many things, children, and music, and ideas.

But all beginnings contain their own endings.

When the Song of All was much older, Daystar lost his own song and

went away into the sky to sing only of the sun. Bird Mother did not die,
though her grief was mighty, but instead she birthed a great egg, and from
it the beautiful twins Breeze and Moisture came forth to scatter the seeds of
living thought, to bring the earth sustenance and fruitfulness.

—from One Hundred Considerations out of the Qar's Book of Regret

A

STORM SWEPT IN from the ocean in the wake of the setting sun, but although cold rain
pelted them and the little boat pitched until Briony felt quite ill, the air was actually warmer
than it had been on their first trip across Brenn's Bay. It was still, however, a chilly,
mis—erable jouney

Winter, Briony thought ruefully. Only a fool would lose her throne and be forced to run for
her life in this fatal season. The Tollys won't need to kill me—/'// probably drown myself or
simply freeze. She was even more worried about Shaso soaking in the cold rain so soon after
his fever had broken, but as

usual the old man showed less evidence of discomfort than a stone statue, That was
reassuring, at least: if he was well enough for his stiff-necked pride to rule him, he had
unquestionably improved.

By comparison, the Skimmer girl Ena seemed neither to be made mis-erable by the storm nor
to bear it bravely—in fact, she hardly seemed to notice it. Her hood was back and she rowed
with the ease and careless—ness of someone steering a punt through the gentle waters of a
summer-time lake. They owed this Skimmer girl much, Briony knew: without her knowledge
of the bay and its tides they would have had little hope of escape.

J shall reward her well. Of course, just now the daughter of Southmarch's royal family had
nothing to give.

The worst of the storm soon passed, though the high waves lingered. The monotony of the
trip, the continuous pattering of rain on Briony's hooded cloak and the rocking of the swells,
kept dropping her into a dreamy near-sleep and a fantasy of the day when she would ride back



into Southmarch, greeted with joy by her people and ... and who else? Barrick was gone and
she could not think too much about his absence just yet: it was as though she had sustained a
dreadful wound and dared not look at it until it had been tended, for fear she would faint away
and die by the road-side without reaching help. But who else was left? Her father was still a
prisoner in far-off Hierosol. Her stepmother Anissa, although perhaps not an enemy if her
servant's murderous treachery had been nothing to do with her, was still not really a friend,
and certainly no mother. What other peo-ple did Briony treasure, or even care about? Avin
Brone? He was too stern, too guarded. Who else?

For some reason, the guard captain Ferras Vansen came to her mind— but that was nonsense!
What was he to her, with his ordinary face and his ordinary brown hair and his posture so
carefully correct it almost seemed like a kind of swagger? If she recognized now that he had
not been as guilty in the death of her older brother as she had once felt, he was still nothing to
her—a common soldier, a functionary, a man who no doubt thought lit-tle beyond the
barracks and the tavern, and likely spent what spare time he had putting his hands up the
dresses of tavern wenches.

Still, it was odd that she should see his thoughtful face just now, that she should think of him
so suddenly, and almost fondly . . .

Merolanna. Of course-—dear old Auntie ‘Lanna! Briony's great-aunt would be there for any
triumphant return. But what must she be feeling now?

Briony abruplly felt a kind of panic steal over her. Poor Auntie! She must be mad with grief
and worry, both twins gone, the whole order of life over-turned, but Merolanna would
persevere, of course. She would hold together lor the sake of others, for the sake of the family,
even for the sake of Olin's newborn son, Anissa's child. Briony pushed away a pang of
jealousy. What else should her great-aunt do? She would be protecting the Eddons as best she
could.

Oh, Auntie, I will give you such a hug when I come back, it will almost crack your bones!
And I'll kiss your old cheeks pink! You will be so astonished! The duchess would cry of
course—she always did for happy things, scarcely ever for sad. And you'll be so proud of me.
"You wise girl,” you'll say to me. "Just what your father would have done. And so brave . . .
[

Briony nodded and drowsed, thinking about that day to come, so easy to imagine in every
way except how it might actually come to pass.

They reached the hilly north Marrinswalk coast just as the rising sun warmed the storm clouds
from black to bruised gray, rowing across the empty cove to within a few yards of the shore.
Briony bunched the home-spun skirt Ena had given her around her thighs and helped the
Skimmer girl guide the hull up onto the wet sand. The wind was stingingly cold, the saltgrass
and beach heather along the dunes rippling as if in imitation of the shallow wavelets frothing
on the bay.

"Where are we?" she asked.

Shaso wrung water out of his saggy clothes. Just as Briony had been clothed in Ena'’s spares,
he wore one of Turley's baggy, salt-bleached shirts and a pair of the Skimmer's plain, knee-
length breeches. As he surveyed the surrounding hills, his leathery, wrinkled face gaunt from
his long imprismonment, Shaso dan-Heza looked like some ancient spirit dressed in a child's
castoff clothing. "Somewhere not far from Kinemarket, I'd say, about three or four days' walk
from Oscastle.”

"Kinemarket is that way." Ena pointed east. "On the far side of these hills, south of the coast
road. You could be there before the sun lifts over the top."

"Only if we start walking," said Shaso.



"What on earth will we do in Kinemarket?" Briony had never been there, but knew it was a
small town with a yearly fair that paid a decent amount of revenue to the throne. She also
dimly remembered that some river passed through it or near it. In any case, it might as well
have been

named Tiny or Unimportant as far as she was concerned just now. "There's nothing there!"
"Except food—and we will need some of that, don't you think?" said Shaso. "We cannot
travel without eating and 1 am not so well-honed in my skills that | can trap or kill dinner for
us. Not until I mend a bit and find my legs, anyway."

"Where are we going after that?"

"Toward Oscastle.”

"Why?"

"Enough questions.” He gave her a look that would have made most people quail, but Briony
was not so easily put off.

"You said you would make the choices, and I agreed. | never said that | wouldn't ask why, and
you never said you wouldn't answer."

He growled under his breath. "Try your questions again when the road is under our feet." He
turned to Ena. "Give your father my thanks, girl."

"Her father didn't row us.” Briony was still shamed that she had argued with the young
woman about landing at M'Helan's Rock. "I owe you a kindness," she told the girl with as
much queenly graciousness as she could muster. "I won't forget."”

"I'm sure you won't, Lady." Ena made a swift and not very reverent courtesy.

Well, she's seen me sleeping, drooling spittle down my chin. | suppose it would he a bit much
to expect her to treat me like Zoria the Fair. Still, Briony wasn't entirely certain she was going
to like being a princess without a throne or a castle or any of the privileges that, while she had
been quick to scorn them, she had grown rather used to. "Thanks, in any case."

"Good luck to you both, Lady, Lord." Ena took a step, then stopped and turned around. "Holy
Diver lift me, I almost forgot—Father would have had me skinned, stretched, and smoked!"
She pulled a small sack out of a pocket in her voluminous skirt and handed it to Shaso. "There
are some coins to help you get on with your journey, Lord.” She looked at Briony with what
almost seemed pity. "Buy the princess a proper meal, perhaps.”

Before Briony or Shaso could say anything, the Skimmer girl scooted the wooden rowboat
back down the wet sand and into the water, then waded with it out into the cove. She swung
herself onto the bench as gracefully as a trick rider vaulting onto a horse; a heartbeat or two
later the oars were in the water and the boat was moving outward against the wind, bobbing
on each line of coursing waves.

Briony stood watching as the girl and her boat disappeared. She sud-denly felt very lonely and
very weary.

"A reliable thing about villages, or cities for that matter,” said Shaso sourly, "is that they will
not walk to us." He pointed across the dunes to the hills and their ragged covering of bushes
and low trees. "Shall we begin, or do you have some pressing reason for us to keep standing
here until some-one notices us?"

She knew she should be grateful his old fire was coming back, but just now she wasn't.

His vinegary moment seemed to have tired Shaso, too. He kept his head down and didn't talk
as they walked over the cold dunes toward a path that ran along the beginning of the hills.
Briony had at first wished to pursue the question of why they were going to Oscastle,
Marrinswalk's leading city but still a bit of a backwater, and what his plans were when they
reached the place, but she found her-self just as happy to save her strength for walking. The
wind, which had first had been steadily at their backs, now swung around and began to blow



full into their faces with stinging force, making every step feel like a climb up steep stairs.
The heavy gray clouds hung so low overhead it almost seemed to Briony she could reach up
and sink her fingers into them. She was grate—ful for the thick wool cloaks the Skimmers had
given them, but they were still damp with rainwater and Briony's felt heavy as lead. Her court
dresses, for all their discomforts, suddenly did not seem so bad: at least they had been dry and
warm.

After perhaps an hour Briony began to see signs of habitation—a few crofters' huts on
hilltops, surrounded by trees. Some had snioke swirling from the holes in their roofs, or even
from crooked chimneys, and Briony broke her long silence to ask Shaso if they could not stop
at one of them for long enough to get warm again.

He shook his head. "The fewer the people, the greater the danger some-one will remember us.
Hendon Tolly and his men have no doubt begun to wonder whether we might have left the
castle entirely, and soon they will be asking questions in every town along the coast of
Brenn's Bay. We are an unusual pair, a black-skinned man and a white-skinned girl. It is only
a matter of time until someone who's seen us meets one of Hendon's agents."

"But we'll be long gone!"

"We have to hide somewhere. Do you really want to tell the Tollys they

can stop searching the castle and all the rest of the surrounding lands and concentrate on just
one place—Ilike Marrinswalk?"

Thinking of a troop of armed men beating the countryside behind them made Briony shudder
and walk faster. "But someone will have to see us eventually If we go to Oscastle or some
other city, | mean. Cities are full of people, after all."

"Which is our best hope. Perhaps our only hope. We are less likely to be noticed somewhere
there are many people, Highness—especially where there are people of my race. And that is
enough talk for now."

They followed the track down the edge of a wide valley. When they reached the broad river
that meandered at its bottom, Shaso decided that they could at least take time to drink. They
also encountered a few more houses, simple things of unmortared stone and loose thatching,
but still so scattered that Briony doubted any man could see his neighbor’s cottage even in full
daylight with a cloudless sky. A goat bleated from the paddock behind one of them, probably
protesting the cold day, and she realized that it was the first homely sound she had heard for
hours.

They passed by several small villages as the hours passed but entered none of them, and
reached Kinemarket by late morning, crossing over at a place where the river narrowed and
some work by the locals had turned a lucky assembly of stones into a bridge. Kinemarket was
a good-sized, pros—perous town, with the turnip shape of a temple dome visible above its low
walls. Shaso decided he should stay hidden in the trees outside town while Briony went to buy
food with a coin from the purse Turley had pro-vided—a silver piece with the head of King
Enander of Syan, a coin so small that Briony felt sure almost half of its original metal had
been shaved off. She was guiltily aware of having once declared that not only should coin-
clippers be beaten in the public square, but that those who helped them pass their moneys
should suffer the same punishment. It seemed a lit-tle different now, when someone else had
already done the shaving and she needed the coin to buy food.

"Here—rub a little more dirt on yourself first." Shaso drew a line of grime on her face. She
tried to back away. "Go, then, do it yourself. You've a head start on it, anyway, from the
morning's walk."

She rubbed on a bit more, but as she made her way up the muddy track toward the town gate,
hoping to lose herself in the crowd of people going to the market, she began to fear she and
Shaso had given too little thought



to disguising her identity. Surely even the oft-mended homespun dress and a few smears of
dirt on her cheeks would not fool many people! Her face, she realized with a strange sort of
pride, must be better known than any other woman's in the north. Now, though, being
recognized could be deadly.

And although she tried not to meet their eyes, the first folk she passed on her way to the gate
did look her over slowly and mistrustfully, but she realized after a moment that this man and
woman were doing so only be-cause most of the other travelers were dressed and clean for
market: Briony was a dirty stranger, not a typical stranger.

"The Three grant you good day," said the woman. She held her gape-mouthed child tightly, as
though Briony might steal it. "And a blessed Or-phanstide to you, too."

"And you." The greeting startled her—Briony had almost forgotten the holidays, since it had
been on Winter's Eve that her world had fallen com-pletely into pieces. There certainly hadn't
been any new year's feasting or gifts for her, and now it must be only a tennight or so until
Kerneia. How strange, to have lost not just a home but an entire life!

She did not turn to watch the man and woman after they passed, but she knew that they had
turned to look at her, doubtless wondering what kind of odd thing she was.

Go ahead and whisper about me, then. You cannot imagine anything near so strange as the
truth.,

Worried about attracting any kind of attention at all, she decided not to continue to the
market, but passed through the gate and briefly into the bustle of the crowd on the main
thoroughfare before turning down a nar-row side street. She stopped at the first ramshackle
house where she saw someone out in front—a woman wrapped in a heavy wool blanket
scatter—ing corn on the puddled ground, the chickens bustling about at her feet as though she
were their mother hen.

The householder at first seemed suspicious, but when she saw the silver piece and heard
Briony's invented story of a mother and younger brother out on the coast road, both ill, she bit
her lip in thought, then nodded. She went into her tall house, which crowded against its
neighbors on either side as if they were choristers sharing a small bench, but conspicuously
did not ask Briony to follow her. After some time she reappeared with a hunk of hard cheese,
a half a loaf of bread, and four eggs, not to mention several children trying to squeeze past her
wide hips to get a look at Briony. It

didn't seem a lot of food, even for a shaved fingerling, but she had to admit that what she
knew about money had to do with much larger quantities, and the prices with which she was
familiar were more likely to be the ac—counts for feeding an entire garrison of guards. She
stared at the woman for a moment, wondering whether she was being dealt with honestly, and
re-alized this was perhaps the first person she had ever met in her life who had no idea of
who she was, the first person who (as far as this woman knew) owed her nothing in the way
of respect or allegiance. Briony was further shocked to realize that this drab creature draggled
with children, this brood-mother with red, wind-bitten face and mistrust still lurking in her
eyes, was not many years older than Briony herself. Chastened, she thanked the young woman
and wished her the blessing of the Three, then headed back toward the gate and the place
outside the walls where Shaso waited.

And, it suddenly came to her, not only had no one recognized her, it was unlikely anyone
would, unless they were Hendon's troops and they were al-ready looking for her: in all of
Marrinswalk only a few dozen people would know her face even were she wearing full court
dress—a few nobles, a mer-chant or two who had come to Southmarch Castle to curry favor.
Here in the countryside she was a ghost: since she could not be Briony, she was no one.

It was a feeling as humbling as it was reassuring.



Briony and Shaso ate enough cheese and bread to feel strengthened, then they began to walk
again. As the day wore on they followed the line of the coast, which was sometimes only a
stone's throw away, other times invisible and completely absent but for the rumble of the surf.
The valley walls and trees protected them from the worst of the chilly wind. They slipped off
the road when they heard large traveling parties coming and kept their heads down when they
couldn't avoid passing others on the road. "How far to Oscastle?" she asked Shaso as they sat
resting. They had just finished scrambling up a wet, slippery hillside to go around a fallen tree
that blocked the road and it had tired them both.

"Three days or more,” Shaso said. "But we are not going there."

"But Lawren, the old Earl of Marrinscrest, lives there, and he would ..."

"Would certainly find it hard to keep a secret of your presence, yes.” The

old man rubbed his weathered face. "I am glad to see you are beginning to

think carefully.” He scowled. "By the Great Mother, | cannot believe | am

so tired. Some evil spirit is riding me like a donkey."

"The evil spirit is me," liriony said."l was the one who kept you locked up for all that time—
no wonder you are tired and ill."

He turned away and spat. "You did what you had to do, Briony Eddon. And, unlike your
brother, you wished to believe | was innocent of Kendrick's murder."

"Barrick thought he was doing what had to be done, too." A flood of pain and loneliness
swept through her, so powerful that for a moment it took her breath away. "Oh, | don't want to
talk about him," she said at last. "'If we're not going to Oscastle, where are we going?"
"Landers Port." He levered himself up to his feet, showing little of his old murderous grace or
speed. "A grand name for a town that never saw King Lander at all, but only one of his ships,
which foundered off the coast on the way back from Coldgray Moor." Shaso almost smiled.
"A fishing town and not much more, but it will suit our needs nicely, as you will see.”

"How do you know all this about Lander's ships and Coldgray Moor?"

His smile disappeared. "The greatest battle in the history of the north? And me master of arms
for Southmarch? If I did not know any history, then you would have had a reason to hang me
in irons in the stronghold, child."

Briony knew when it was a good time to hold her tongue, but she did not always do what was
best. "I only asked. And merry Orphanstide to you, too. Did you enjoy your breakfast?"
Shaso shook his head. "1 am old and my limbs are sore. Forgive me."

Now he had managed to make her feel bad again. In his own way, he was as difficult to argue
with as her father could be. And that thought brought another pang of loneliness.

"Forgiven,” was all she said.

By late afternoon, with Kinemarket far behind them and the smell of smoke rising from the
cottages they passed, Briony was hungry again. They had sucked the meat from the eggs long
before, but Shaso had kept back half the bread and cheese for later and she was finding it hard
to think about anything except eating. The only rival to food was imagining what it would be
like to crawl under the warm, heavy counterpane of her bed back home, and lie there listening
to the very wind and rain that were now making her day so miserable. She wondered where
they were going to sleep that night, and whether Shaso was saving the last rind of the cheese
for their dinner. Cold cheer that would make.

Look at me! I am a pampered child, she scolded herself. Think <>/ Barrick’,

wherever he is, on a cold battlefield, or worse. Think of Taiher in a stone dungeon. And look
at Shaso. Three days ago, he was in chains, starving, bleeding from his iron manacles. Now he
is exiled because of me, walking by my side, and he is forty years or more my elder!

All of which only made her more miserable.



The path they had been following for so long, which had never been anything more than a
beaten track, now widened a bit and began to turn away from the coast. The cottages now
were so thickly set that they were clearly approaching another large village or town—she
could see the life of the place even at twilight, the men coming back from the rainy fields in
their woolen jackets, each one carrying some wood for the fire, women calling the children in,
older boys and girls herding sheep to their paddocks. Everyone seemed to have a place, all
under the gods' careful order, homes and lives that, however humble, made sense. For a
moment Briony thought she might burst into tears.

Shaso, however, did not stop to moon over rustic certainties, and had even picked up a little
speed, like a horse on the way back to the barn for its evening fodder, so she had to hurry to
keep up with him. They both kept their hoods close around their faces, but so did everyone
else in this weather; people going in and out of the riverside settlements scarcely even looked
up as they passed.

The path wound up the side of the valley, the river now only a murmur in the trees behind
them, and Briony was just beginning to wonder how they would walk without a torch on this
dark, rain-spattered night, when they reached the top of the valley and looked down on the
marvelous lights of a city.

No, not a city, Briony realized after a dazzled moment, but at least a sub—stantial, prosperous
town. In the folds of the hills she could see half a dozen streets sparkling with torches, and
more windows lit from within than she could easily count. Set against the great, darkness
behind it the bowl of lights seemed a precious thing, a treasure.

"That is the sea, out there,"” said Shaso, pointing to the darkness beyond Landers Port. "We
have worked our way around to it again. The track is wide here, but be careful—it is
marshland all about.”

Still, despite the boggy emptiness on either side, they walked quickly to take advantage of the
fast diminishing twilight. Briony was buoyed by a sudden optimism, the hope that at the very
least they would soon be put-ting something in their stomachs and perhaps getting out of the
rain as

well, It was an altogether different matter, this unrelenting drizzle, when one had only to cross
a courtyard or, at worst, Market Square—and she had been seldom allowed to do even that
without a guardsman holding his cloak above her. But here in the wilderness, with drops
battering the top of her head all day like a fall of pebbles and soaking her all the way to her
bones, the rain was not an inconvenience but an enemy, patient and cruel.

"Will we stay at an inn, then?" she asked, still half-wishing they could stop in the comfortable
house of some loyal noble, risks be damned. "That seems dangerous, too. Do you think no one
will remark on a black-skinned man and a young girl?"

"People might remark less than you think," Shaso said with a snort. "Landers Port may never
have seen the old king of Syan, but it is a busy fishing town and boats land every day from all
parts of Eion and even be-yond. But no, we will not be stopping in a tavern full of gossips
and layabouts. We might as well announce our arrival from the steps of the town's temple."
"Oh, merciful Zoria," she said, knowing that going on about it only made her seem a
pampered child, but at this moment not caring. "It's to be another shack, then. Some
fisherman's hut stinking of mackerel, with a leaking roof."

"If you do not stop your complaining, I may arrange just such a lodg-ing," he said, and pulled
his cloak tighter against the rain.

Full night had fallen and the city gate was closing, the watchmen bawl-ing curses at the
stragglers. In the undifferentiated mass of wet wool hoods and cloaks, the jostling of people
and animals, Briony and Shaso did not seem to attract much notice, but she still held her



breath while the guards at the gate looked them over and did not let it out until they were past
the walls and inside.

The old man took her by the arm, pulling her out of the crowd of late~comers and down a tiny
side-alley, the houses so close that their upper lev—els seemed about to butt each other like
rams in spring. Briony could smell fish, both fresh and smoked, and here and there even the
aroma of fresh bread. Her stomach twisted with desire, but Shaso hurried her down dark
streets lit only by guttering cookfires visible through the open doorways. Voices came to her,
dreamlike in her hunger and cold, some speaking words she could understand but many that
she could not, either because of thick accents or unfamiliar tongues.

They had obviously entered the town's poorest quarter, not .a shred of horn or glass in any
window, no light but meager fires in the crowded downstairs rooms, and Briony's heart sank.
Reeking straw was going to be her bed tonight, and small, leggy things would be crawling on
her in the cold dark. At least she and Shaso had a little money. She would settle for no
leavings of cheese and bread from the morning. She would command, or at least demand, that
he buy them something hot—a bowl of pottage, per—haps even some meat if there was such a
thing as a clean butcher in this part of the town.

"Be very quiet now," said Shaso abruptly, putting out his arm to stop her. They were in the
deepest shadow they had yet found, the only illumina-tion the nearly invisible, cloud-dimmed
moon, and it took her a moment to realize they were standing beside a high stone wall. When
he had listened for a moment—Briony could hear nothing at all except her own breath-ing
and the never-ending patter of rain—the old man stepped toward the wall and, to her
astonishment, pounded his knuckles on what sounded like a wooden door. How he could have
found such a thing in the near-perfect darkness, let alone known it was there in the first place,
she had no idea.

There was a long silence. Shaso knocked again, this time in a discernible pattern. A moment
later a man's low voice said something and Shaso an—swered, neither question nor reply in a
language she recognized. The door creaked inward and light splashed out into the rain-rippled
muck of the street.

A man in a strange, baggy robe stood in the entrance; as Shaso stepped back to let Briony step
through the man bowed. For a moment she won-dered if the robe marked him as a mantis, if
this was indeed, despite Shaso's own denial, some back-alley temple, but when the gatekeeper
finished his bow and looked up at her he proved to be a bearded youth as dark-skinned as
Shaso.

"Welcome, guest," he said to her. "If you accompany Lord Shaso, you are a flower in the
house of Effir dan-Mozan."

They entered the main part of the house by a covered passage beside a courtyard—Briony
could dimly see what looked like a bare fruit tree at its center—which led into a low building
that seemed to take up a great deal of space. A covey of women came to her and surrounded
her, murmuring, only every fifth or sixth word in Briony's own tongue. They smelled
charmingly of violets and rosewater and other, less familiar scents; for a

moment she was happy just to breathe in as they took her hands and tugged her toward a
passageway. She looked back at Shaso in bemusement and alarm, but he was already in
urgent conversation with the bearded youth and only waved her on. That was the last she saw
of him, or of any man, for the rest of the evening.

The women, a mixture of old and young, but all dark-skinned, black-haired Southerners like
the man at the door, led her—herded her, in truth—into a sumptuous tiled chamber lit with
dozens of candles, so warm that the air was steamy. Briony was so astounded to find this
palatial lux-ury in the poorest quarter of a fishing town that she did not realize for a moment



that some of the women were trying to pull her clothes off. Shocked, she fought back, and
was about to give one of them a good blow of her fist (a skill learned in childhood to deal
with a pair of brawling brothers) when one of the smaller women stepped toward her, both
hands raised in supplication.

"Please,"” she said, "what is your name?"

Briony stared. The woman was fine-boned and handsome, but though her hair was shiny and
black as tar, it was clear she was old enough to be Briony's mother, or even her grandmother.
"Briony," she said, remember=ing only too late that she was a fugitive. Still, Shaso had passed
her to the women as though she were a saddlebag to be unpacked: she could not be expected
to keep her caution while under attack by this murmuring pigeon flock.

"Please, Bri-oh-nee-zisaya," the small woman said, "you are cold and tired. You are a guest
for us, yes? You cannot eat in the hada until you are bathing, yes?"

"Bathing?" Briony suddenly realized that the great dark rectangular emptiness in the middle
of the room, which she had thought only a lower part of the floor, was a bath—a bath bigger
than her own huge bed in the Southmarch royal residence! "There?" she added stupidly.

The women, sensing a lull in her resistance, swooped in and pulled off the rest of her sodden
clothes, murmuring in pity and amusement as Briony's pale, goose-pimpled skin was exposed.
She was helped to the edge of the bath—it had steps leading down!—and, to her further
astonishment, several of the women disrobed and climbed in with her. Now at least she
understood why the bath was so large.

The first shock of the hot water almost made her faint, then as she set-tled in and grew used
to it a deep languor crept over her, so that she nearly

fell asleep. The women giggled, soaping and scrubbing her in a way she would have found
unduly intimate if it had been Rose and Moina, who had known her for years, but somehow
she could not make herself care. It was warm in the bath—so blessedly warm!—and the scent
of flowery oils in the steamy air made her feel as though she were floating in a summer cloud.
Out of the bath, wrapped in a thick white robe like those the women wore, she was led to a
room full of cushions with a fire in a brazier at its center. Here too an inordinate number of
candles burned, the flames wa-vering as the women walked in and out, talking quietly,
laughing, some even singing.

Have | died? she wondered without truly believing it. Is this what it will be like in Zona's
court in heaven?

They seated her amid the cushions and the older woman brought her food; the others
whispered in fascination at this, as though it were an un-usual honor. The bowl was heaped
with fruit and a cooked grain she did not recognize, with pieces of some roasted bird sitting
on top, and Briony could not help remembering the woman back in Kinemarket with her
broods of chickens and children. She wondered if that woman in her damp, smoky cottage
could even imagine a place like this, less than a day's walk away.

The food was excellent, hot and flavored with spices Briony did not know, which at other
moments might have put her off, but now only added to the waking dream. At last she lolled
back on the cushions, full, warm, and gloriously dry. The younger women cleared away
Briony's bowl and the empty goblet from which she had drunk some watered wine, and the
older woman sat beside her.

"Thank you," Briony said, although that did not suffice.

"You are tired. Sleep.” The woman waved and one of the others brought a blanket which they
draped on Briony where she lay among the embroi-dered cushions.

"But . .. where am 1? What is this place?"

"The hada of Effr dan-Mozan," the woman said. "My . . . married?"

"Your husband?"



"Yes. Just so." The woman smiled. One of her teeth was covered in gold. "And you are our
honored guest. Sleep now."
"But why . .. ?" She wanted to ask why this house in such a strange

place, why the bath, why all these beautiful dark-skinned women in the middle of
Marriiiswalk, but all that came out was that word again."Why?"

"Because the Lord Shaso brought you here," the woman said. "He is a great man, cousin of
our old king. He honors our house."

They didn't even know who she was. Shaso was the royalty here.

Briony slept then, floundering through confusing dreams of warm rivers and icy cold rain.

5

At Liberty

But the first son of Zo and Sva, who they named Rud, the golden arrow of the daytime sky,
was killed in the fight against the demons of Old Night. Their younger son Sveros, lord of
twilight, seized Rud's widow Madi Oneynafor his own, and swore that he would be a father to
Rud's son Yirrud, but in truth he sent a cloud to breathe upon Yirrud where Onyena had
hidden him in the mountain fastness and the child sickened and died.

Instead of giving Oneyna a new child to replace the one he had taken,

Sveros also took her twin, Surazem, who we call Moist Mother Earth,

and fathered three children upon her,

who were the great brothers, Perin, Erivor, and Kernios.

—from The Beginnings of Things The Book of the Trigon

F

REEDOM WAS BOTH frightening and exhilarating. It was won-derful to be able to walk the
streets on her own, with nothing be-tween her and life but a hooded robe—she had not
known such liberty since she was a young child, when she had known nothing else and had
not appreciated what a sublime gift it truly was.

In fact, it was a bit confounding to have so many choices. Just now, Qin-nitan couldn't decide
whether to return to the main road winding through Onir Soteros, the neighborhood just
behind the Harbor of Kalkas which she had called home for almost a month, or to continue
following the

winding streets farther into the great city, expanding her area of conquest as she had almost
every day.

What a place in which to have gained her freedom! Hierosol was a huge city, perhaps not
quite as large as Xis, the place she had escaped, but not a great deal smaller, either—a
massive rumpled blanket of hills and valleys sit-ting athwart several bays, commanding both
the Kulloan Strait and the Os-teian Sea, nearly every inch covered with the constructions of
several different centuries. Ancient Xis sat on a high plain as flat as a marble floor, and from
any of its high places you could see all the way to both the north-ern sea and the southern
desert. Here in Hierosol she had not yet managed to climb high enough to see anything but
other hills, Citadel Hill the tallest of them all, looming above the others like a noble head
gazing out across the straits, the rest of the city trailing down the slopes behind it like a cape.
Hierosol was so old and complex and ingrown that to Qinnitan every neighborhood seemed to
be its own city, its own world—tree-covered Fox-gate Hill sloping gently behind her, home of
rich merchants, and just below the sailmakers' and shipwrights' quarter of Sandy Head,
bustling with work from the adjacent Harbor of Kalkas. Not just a new city to explore but
dozens of new worlds, all waiting for her and her newfound freedom. For a girl who had spent



the last several years in the cloistered ways of the Hive and the Seclusion, it was dizzying to
contemplate.

She had been brought here across the narrow sea from Xis by Axamis Dorza, the captain of
the boat that had carried her away from her lifelong home when Dorza's master Jeddin fell
suddenly and precipitously from the autarch's favor. When word of Jeddin's capture had
caught up to them in Hierosol, most of the sailors on the Morning Star of Kirous had melted
away into the shadowy alleys of the port. Those few that remained were even now scraping
the ship's old name off the hull and repainting it. Qinnitan supposed Jeddin's slim, fast ship
would belong to Dorza now, which must be at least some small compensation to him for
being associated with the now infamous traitor.

It had been kind of Axamis Dorza, she knew, if also pragmatic, to take her into his home in
the,Onir Soteros district at the base of the rocky hills that leaned above Sandy Head. Although
he could not know it, Dorza must suspect that Qinnitan was in even greater jeopardy than
himself, and though hiding her from the autarch's spies might keep Dorza himself safe in the
short run, it was bound to look bad if she was ever captured. In fact,

the captain had made it clear that he was not happy with Qinnitan roam-ing the streets, even
dressed in the fashion of a respectable Xandian girl (which left little of her visible) but she
had made it equally clear to him that she would no longer be anyone's prisoner, especially in
Dorza's small house. It was not his house at all, really, but the property of his Hierosoline
wife, Tedora. Qinnitan suspected the captain had a larger, more respectable house and also a
more respectable wife and family back home in Xis, but she was too polite to inquire.
Qinnitan also suspected that she would not have been allowed such freedom in that other
house, but Tedora was a woman of Eion, not Xand, and was more interested in drinking wine
and gossiping with her neighbors than watching over the moral education of a fugitive Xixian
girl. Because of that, and a certain confused subservience Qinnitan inspired in Dorza, most of
the freedom which had been stolen from her since her girlhood in Cat's Alley had been
returned.

In fact, other than her terror of the autarch and her fear of being recap-tured, there was only
one sizeable fly in the honey of her current Hieroso-line harbor. .. .

"Ho, there you are! Wait for me!"

Qinnitan flinched reflexively—in the back of her mind she was always waiting for the
moment one of the autarch's minions would lay a hand on her—although within half a
heartbeat she had known who it was.

"Nikos." She sighed and turned around. "Were you following me?"

"No." He was taller than his father Axamis, all the size of a man and none of the gravity or
sense, the fuzz of his first black beard covering his chin, cheeks, and neck. He had trailed her
like an oversized puppy since his fa-ther had first brought her home. "But he was, and |
followed him." Nikos pointed at the small, silent boy who was standing so close to her he
must have come within arm's reach without her even hearing.

"Pigeon!" she said, frowning at him. "You were to stay in bed until you're well."

The mute boy smiled and shook his head. His face was even paler than usual, and he had a
fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. He held out his hands, palm up, to show that as far as he
was concerned he was too healthy to be left at home.

"Where are you going, Qinnitan?" Nikos asked.

"Don't call me by that name! I wasn't going anywhere. | was thinking, enjoying the quiet.
Now it's gone."

Nikos was immune to such remarks. "Some big ships just came in from



Xis, | do you want to go down to the harbor to look at them? Maybe you know some of the
people on board."

Qinnitan could not think of anything more foolish or dangerous. "No, i do not want to go look
at them. I've told you—your father has told you— that I can have nothing to do with anyone
from the south. Nothing! Do you never learn?"

Now he did look a little hurt, her tone finally piercing the armor of his nearly invincible
disinterest in anything outside his tiny circle of familiar-ity. "I just thought you might like it,"
he said sullenly. "That you might be a little homesick."

She took a breath. She could not afford to anger Nikos as long as she lived in his house. The
problem was, the boy fancied her. It was ludicrous that she was suffering from the unwanted
attentions of a lumbering child her own age when only weeks before the greatest king in the
world had kept her locked away in the Seclusion, threatening death to any whole man who so
much as looked at her, but along with freedom, she was learning, came the costs of freedom.
She let Nikos trail after her as they climbed the winding streets of Fox-gate Hill in the shadow
of the old citadel walls, up into the crocus-starred heights where shops and taverns gave way
to the houses of the wealthy, pretty white-plastered places with high walls that concealed
gardens and shady courtyards, although all these secrets could be seen from the streets above,
so that each level of society was exposed to the inspection of its wealthier neighbors. These
houses, despite their size and beauty, still stood close together, side by side along the hilly
roads like seashells left along the line of the retreating tide. She could only imagine what it
would be like to live in such a place instead of Captain Dorza's noisy, rickety house that
smelled of fish and spilled wine. She wondered even more acutely what it would be like to
have a house of her own, a place where no one entered without her permission, where she did
what she wanted, spoke as she wanted.

It was not to be, of course. She could hide here in Hierosol with people who spoke her
language, or she could go back to Xis and die. What other choices were there?

Pigeon was tugging at her arm; she was suddenly reminded that her own life was not her only
responsibility.

Freedom. Sometimes it seemed that the more of it she had, the more she lacked.

. * *

Nikos had pretended to bump against her for the fifth or sixth time, and this time had actually
managed to put his hand on her rump and give it a squeeze before she could slap it away,
when she decided to turn back to the captain’'s house. Her privacy stolen, her thoughts dragged
down by Nikos' innocently stupid questions and less innocent attempts to paw her, she knew
the best of the day was over. Qinnitan sighed. Time to go back to Tedora and that laugh of
hers like the cry of an irritated goat, to the thick smoke in the air and the endless noise and the
jumble of screeching chil-dren. She couldn't blame Nikos for wanting to spend time out of
doors, she just wished he would spend it somewhere other than in her vicinity.

She put her arm around Pigeon, who pressed against her happily—he, at least, seemed quite
content with their new life, and played with the younger children as comfortably as if they
were his own brothers and sis—ters—then pulled her hood a little closer around her face, as
she always did when she walked through the neighborhood around the captain's house, where
nearly half the people seemed to come from Xis and many of them were sailors who shipped
back and forth across the Osteian Sea several times a year. The house seemed oddly quiet as
they walked down the long path: she could hear one of the younger children talking cheerful
nonsense, but not much else.

The captain’'s wife Tedora looked up from her stool by the table. She had started her day of
drinking wine early that morning—part of the reason Qinnitan had left the house—and



judging by the jug and cup set beside her, not to mention the blurry, sly look on her seamed
face, she had not slackened her pace in Qinnitan's absence.

She must have been pretty once, Qinnitan often thought. Pretty enough to catch a captain, no
small trick in Onir Soteros. The bones were still good, but Tedora's skin was as cracked as old
leather, her fingers knobby with age and hard work—not that Qinnitan had seen her do much
of that.

"He's waiting for you." Tedora gestured to the bedroom, a sour smile flitting across her face.
"Dorza. He wants to see you."

"What?" For a moment Qinnitan could make no sense of it. Was Tedora sending her in to
become the master's concubine? Then she realized that, of course, in a house so small, the
single bedroom would be the only place to carry on a private conversation—she had seen
Dorza take some of his crewmen back to talk about matters of the ship and of their
involuntary exile from Xis.

A chilly heaviness lodged in her gut. A private conversation, was it? She felt certain she knew
what he wanted, and had been fearing it for days. Ax-amis Dorza, saddled with the feeding of
two people who should have not been his responsibility, was going to try to marry her off to
young Nikos, to bind her properly to his household so that she could be set to work. Qinnitan
had no doubt it was Tedora's idea. If, as she suspected, Dorza had another family back in Xis,
he would be more than willing to do it, just to keep the peace here in his Hierosoline harbor.
The thought made her heart as cold as her stomach.

"You asked to speak to me?" she said as the flimsy door fell shut behind her. It was dark in
the room, only a single small oil lamp burning atop the large sea chest Dorza used as his
captain’s table. The shape there stirred, but so slowly and strangely that for a moment
Qinnitan had to fight back an urge to scream, as though she had found herself locked in with a
savage animal.

The captain looked up. His face, normally as clean-lined as a ship, seemed to have lost its
bones, chin sunk against his chest, eyes almost invis-ible under his brows. "I have been . . .
talking," Dorza said slowly. "With men newly come from Xis." She could smell the wine on
his breath from halfway across the small room. "Why did you not tell me who you were?"

A different kind of chill descended on her now. "I have never lied to you," she said, although
that was another lie. She wondered if sacred bees were dying in the Temple of the Hive, as a
few were said to do whenever one of the acolytes abused the truth or thought an impure
thought. If that's so, | must have killed at least half of the poor bees by now. What a sinner |
have be-~come in this last year, in the simple matter of saving my own life!

"You did not tell me all. | knew you were .. ." He lowered his voice. "I knew you were
Jeddin's woman. But I did not understand . .."

"I was never Jeddin's woman," she said, anger overcoming even her fear at Axamis Dorza's
strange, grim mood. "He thrust himself upon me, put my life in danger. He did not lay with
me, nor has any man!"

"Well, no matter that," said Dorza. He seemed a little surprised by her claim. "The knot at the
center of the thing is this—you are fled from the autarch's own Seclusion.”

She took a breath. "It is true. It was that or be handed over to Mokori the strangler, although |
had done nothing wrong."

Dorza lurched to his feet, swaying. "But you have murdered me!" In-roared.

"I've done nothing of the sort, Captain Dorza. You have done nothing

wrong, and can say so. You gave a young woman passage on your master's order, without
knowing your master had fallen out of favor—and certainly without knowing anything of the
woman herself. . ."



He staggered a few steps toward her, looming over her like a tree that might topple. "Nothing
wrong! By the fiery balls of Nushash, do you think the autarch will care? Do you think he will
call off his torturers and say, "You know, this fellow isn't so bad. Let him go back to his life
again.' You liar. You heartless bitch! You slut . .. " The captain's hand shot out and clutched
her arm so hard she could not escape, although he could barely stand straight.

"I have done nothing wrong!" she shouted. "Nushash himself is my wit-ness—I was taken as
a virgin from the Temple of the Hive and Jeddin came to me in the Seclusion and told me he
was in love with me. Is it my fault he was mad, the poor dead fool?"

Dorza's free hand rose up, trembling, to strike her, but then it fell again. He let go of her arm
and stumbled back to his chair. "Then that son of a bitch Jeddin has destroyed me as surely as
if he had shot me with a musket ball." He turned a red eye on Qinnitan again. "Go. Get out of
this house and take that idiot child with you. | do not care where you go—I never want to hear
your name again. When the autarch's men come to cut my head off and drag my wife and
children into slavery, I will be certain to tell them what you said ... that it was not your fault.”
He made a horrible bark-ing sound, half laugh, half sob.

"You are casting me out? With nothing? Out of fear that some of the autarch's spies might
findout. .."

"The autarch's spies? Are you whores of the Seclusion really so ignorant? We always thought
you knew more of events than we outside the palace ever could.” He spat on the floor—
shocking from such a tidy man. "It is only a matter of a few moons or so before the autarch's
fleet sails. He is out=fitting new warships and arming soldiers even now." Dorza took a key
from his belt, then bent and clumsily unlocked the chest chained to the table leg. He took a
few pieces of silver out and dropped them to the floor. One coin rolled right to Qinnitan's feet,
but she did not stoop for it. "Take those. At least you may then get far enough from me before
you're caught that I will gain a few more weeks of life."

"What do you mean, the autarch’s fleet? Sails where?"

"Here, you foolish, foolish girl. He is coming here, to conquer Hierosol, then the rest of Eion
after it. Now get out of my house."”

6

Skurn

Here is truth! The light was Tso, and Zha was the wife he created out of
the nothingness. She fled him but he followed. She hid, but he discovered.
She protested, but he persuaded. At last she surrendered, and at their
lovemaking the heavens roared with the first winds.

—from The Revelations of Nushash, Book One

GUARD CAPTAIN FERRAS VANSEN woke to the sickly glow of the shadowlands,
unchanged since he had fallen asleep. His cloak was no longer covering his face and rain
spattered him. He groaned and rolled over, scrabbling for the hem of the heavy woolen
gar-ment, but it was trapped between him and the dampening ground and he had to sit up,
groaning even louder, to free it.

He was just about to roll back into sleep when he saw a hint of move-ment at the corner of
his gaze. He held his breath and turned his head as slowly as he could, but saw nothing except
the long, wet grass and the fa-miliar lump of Barrick's sleeping form. Beyond lay the
terrifying creature called Gyir, but the warrior-fairy also seemed to be asleep.

Vansen let out what he hoped sounded like the honest snort of some-one whose slumber had
been briefly but inconsequentially disturbed, then lay silently, praying that his heart was not
really beating as loudly as it seemed to be. He knew he had seen something more than the
simple bouncing of rain-bent grass.



Movement resumed beside the soggy remnants of last night's fire, a

rounded shape bobbing along slowly only a few paces from the sleeping prince.

Vansen flung his cloak at it and dived after; the thing let out a muffled squawk and tried to
escape, but it seemed to be tangled. Vansen scrambled across the wet ground on elbows and
knees and managed to catch it before it disappeared into the darkness again. As he held it
wrapped in the damp wool, he found it smaller than he had feared and surprisingly light, loose
as a bundle of sticks and cloth in his hands: even with a poor grip on it, his strength seemed
more than equal to the task of holding it. The captive crea-ture let out a terrified, whistling
shriek that sounded almost like a child's cry. He could feel by its struggles that it was a large
bird of some kind, with wings that must stretch nearly as wide as a man's arms.

As he tried to protect his face from the darting beak something else rushed toward him,
startling him so that he did not even fight when the bird was ripped out of his hands. By the
time Vansen could turn his head, the shadow-man Gyir had a squat knife with scalloped edges
pressed lengthwise against the creature's throat as the bird thrashed and made odd, almost
human noises of fear. It was a raven, Ferras Vansen could see now, mostly black, with a few
patches of white random as spatters of paint, but VVansen paid it little attention. He was
terrified and astonished at the sud-den appearance of Gyir's knife, and shamed by his own
incompetence.

Great Perin, has he had that all along? He could have murdered us at any time! How did |
miss it?

But he could not ignore the bird after all, because it had begun to talk.

"Don't kill us, Masters!" The voice rasped and whistled, but the words were clear. "Us'll never
do wrong at you again! Us were only so hungry!"

"You can speak," said Vansen, reduced to the obvious.

The raven turned one bright yellow eye toward him, beak opening and shutting as it tried to
get its breath. "Aye. And most sweetly, too, given chance, Masters!"

Prince Barrick sat up, tousle-haired and puffy-eyed, looking at least for this moment more like
an ordinary sleepy young man and less like the maddening enigma he had been. "Why
precisely are you two pummeling a bird?" He squinted. "It's rather spotty. Might it be good to
eat?"

"No, Master!" the raven said, struggling uselessly. Patches of gray skin showed where it had
lost feathers, making it seem even more pathetic. "Foul and tasteless, | am! Pizen!"

Gyir changed position to steady the squirming bird, poised to kill it.

"No!" Vansen said."Let it be."

"But why?" asked the prince. "Gyir says it's old and going to die soon, anyway. And it was
thieving from us.”

"It speaks our tongue!"

"So do many other thieves.” The prince seemed more amused than any-thing else.

"Aye," the bird panted, "speech it good and well, thy sunlander tongue. Learned it by
Northmarch when I lived close by your folk there.”

"Northmarch?" It was a name Vansen had barely heard in years, a haunted name. "How could
that be? Men have not lived at Northmarch for two centuries, since the shadows rolled over
it."

"Oh, aye, us were young then.” The raven still struggled helplessly in Gyir's grasp. "Us had
shiny pins and joints all supple, and us's knucklers were firm."

Vansen turned to Gyir, forgetting for a moment that it was harder to communicate with him
than with the raven. "Two centuries old? Is that possible?"



The fairy came the closest to a human gesture Vansen had yet seen, a kind of slithery shrug.
The meaning was clear: it was possible, but why should it matter?

"Yes, it matters." Vansen knew he was replying to words not spoken and perhaps not even
intended, but at this moment he did not care: in the land of the mad, a land of talking animals
and faceless fairies, madness was the only sane creed. "He talks like my mother's father,
although that means nothing to you. | have not heard speech like that since | was a child."”
Vansen realized that he ached for conversation—ordinary talk, not the el-liptical mysteries of
spellbound Prince Barrick, each answer bringing only more questions. In fact, he realized, he
was so lonely that he would accept comradeship even from a bird.

But it wouldn't do to make that clear just yet—even a bird could be sus-pect in these
treacherous, magical lands. "So why shouldn't we kill you?" Vansen asked the struggling
raven. "What were you doing in our camp, poking around? Tell, or I will let him slit your
throat.”

"Nay!" It was half shriek, half croak, a despairing sound that made Vansen almost feel
ashamed of himself. "Mean no harm, us! Just hungry!"

"Gyir says he smells of those creatures,” Barrick offered, "—the ones who attacked him and
killed his horse. 'Followers,' they're called."

"Not us, Masters!" The raven struggled, but despite its size, it was help less as a sparrow in
the fairy-warrior's hands. "Was just following the

Followers, like. Can't fly much now, us—pins be all a-draggled." It carefully eased one of its
wings free, and this time Gyir allowed it. More than a lew shiny black feathers were certainly
missing. "Went to eat summat a few sea—~sons gone by, but that summat be'nt quite dead yet,"
the raven explained, bobbing its head. "Tore us upwise and downwise."

"And the smell of those . . . Followers?"

"Us can't stay high or fly long like us did oncet. Have to follow close, go from branch to
branch, like. Followers have a powerful stink." It ruffled its parti-colored feathers with its
beak. "Can't smell it, usself. Poor Skurn is old now—so old!"

"Skurn? Is that what you're called?"

"Aye, or was. Us were handsome then, when that were our name." He poked his beak toward
Gyir. "His folk drove all the sunlanders out from Northmarch. Life were good then, for a little
while, in the fighting—dead 'uns every which side! But then sunlanders were gone and poor
Skurn was leaved behind to shift as us could when twilight come down."” The beak opened to
let out a mournful sigh, but the shiny eyes looked to VVansen with calculating hope, like a
child searching for the first light of forgiveness.

He had no stomach to kill the thing."Let the bird go," he said. Nothing hap-pened. Gyir was
not looking at him but at Barrick. "Please, Highness. Let it go."”

Barrick frowned, then sighed. "I suppose.” He waved his hand at Gyir, still showing a
remnant of the royal manner even here beneath the drip—ping trees. "Let it go free.”

As soon as the blade was withdrawn the bird rolled to its feet and took a few hopping steps,
quite nimble for all its professed age. It flapped its wings as though surprised and pleased to
find it still had them. "Oh, thank you, Masters, thank you! Skurn will serve you, do everything
you ask us, find all best hiding places, rotting dead 'uns, birds' nests, even where the fish go
scumbling down in the muddy bottom! And eat so little, us? Never will you know us is even
here."

"What is he talking about?" Vansen said crossly. He had expected it to bolt for the
undergrowth or fly away, but the bird had distracted him and he had forgotten to watch where
Gyir hid the knife; now the Twilight man's hand was empty again.



"You saved him, Captain."” Amusement rippled coldly across Barrick’s face. Suddenly he
seemed a boy no longer, but more like an old man— ageless. "The raven's yours. It seems
you'll finally taste the pleasures of being lord and master."”

"Lord and master," said the raven, beginning to clean the mud from his malted feathers with
his long black beak. He bobbed his head eagerly. "Yes, you tolk are Masters of Skurn, now.
Us will do you only good."

The forest track they followed seemed to have once been a road: only flimsy saplings and
undergrowth grew on it, while the larger trees—most with sharp, silvery-black leaves that
made Vansen think of them as "dag-ger trees"—formed a bower overhead, so that the horses
paced almost as easily as they might have on the Settland Road or some other thorough-fare
in mortal lands. If the going was easier, though, it was not a peaceful ride; Vansen had begun
to wonder whether saving the wheezing raven might not have been his second-worst decision
of recent days, exceeded only by the choice to follow Barrick across the Shadowline.
Reprieved from death, Skurn could not stop talking, and although occasionally he said
something interesting or even useful, Vansen was beginning to feel things would have been
better if he had let Gyir the Storm Lantern spit the creature.

"... The other ones, Followers and whatnot, are pure wild these days." Skurn bobbed his head,
moving continuously from one side to the other off the base of the horse's neck like a cat
trying to find the warmest place to sleep. It was a mark of how the last days had hardened
Vansen's mount that it paid little attention to the creeping thing between its shoulders, only
whinnying from time to time when the indignity became too much. "Scarce speak any
language, and of course no sunlander tongue, unlikes us-self. There, Master, don't ever eat
that 'un, nor touch it. Will turn your in-sides to glass. And that other, yes, th'un with yellow
berries. No, not pizen, but makes a fine stew with coney or water rat. Us'd have a lovely bit of
that now, jump atter chance, us would. Knows you that soon you be crossing into Jack Chain's
land? You'll turn, o'course. Foul, his lot. No love for the High Ones and wouldn't lift a hand
but for their own stummicks or to shed some blood. They like blood, Jack's lot. Oh, there's a
bit of the old wall. Look up high. A fine place for eggs ..."

The nonstop chatter had begun to blend into one continuous rattle, like someone snoring
across the room, but the bulwark of ruined stone caught VVansen's attention. It rose from a
thicket of thorns, its top looming far above his head, and was sheathed in vines that flowered a
dull blood red, the thick, heart-shaped leaves bouncing with the weight of raindrops.

"What did you say this was?"

"This old wall, Master? Us didn't, although us is pleased to name it if that be your wish. A
place called Ealingsbarrow oncet in thy speech, if our re-membering be not too full of holes—
a town of your folk."

Vansen reined up. The crumbling golden stones looked as though they had been abandoned
far more than two centuries ago: even the best-preserved sections were as pitted and porous as
honeycomb. In many places trees had grown right through the substance of the wall and their
roots were pulling out even more stones, like young cuckoos ousting other birdlings from a
nest. The forest and the incessant damp were taking the wall apart as efficiently as a gang of
workmen, tumbling the huge stones back to earth and wearing them away as though they were
nothing more than wet sand, steadily removing this last trace that mortal men had once lived
here.

"Why have we stopped?" asked Barrick. The prince had ridden beside Gyir all morning, and
Vansen could not escape the idea that the two of them were ‘conversing wordlessly, that the
faceless man was instructing the prince just as Vansen had once been instructed by his old
captain Donal Murroy



"To look at this wall, Highness. The bird says it is part of a town named Ealingsbarrow.
Northmarch must be only half a day's ride away or so." Vansen shook his head, still amazed.
The old, cursed name of Northmarch reminded him that what had happened there and here in
Ealingsbarrow might soon happen to all the mortal cities of the north—to Southmarch it-self.
"It is hard to believe, isn't it?"

Barrick only shrugged. "They did not belong here. No mortals did, building without
permission. It is no wonder it came to this."”

Vansen could only stare as the prince turned and rode forward again. Gyir, riding behind him,
looked back a few moments longer, his featureless face as inscrutable as ever.

"Burned blue in the night for six nights when it fell, this place,” said Skurn. "Like old star had
fallen down into the forest. The keeper of the War-Stone gave it to the Whispering Mothers,
you see."

Vansen was shivering as they left the last wall of Ealingsbarrow behind them. He did not
know what the raven meant and he was fairly certain he was better off that way.

The rain began to abate in what VVansen estimated was the late after-noon, although as always
he got no glimpse of sun or moon in the murky sky to confirm a guess about time. He had fed
the hungry raven out of the last of his own stores, and had nibbled in a desultory way himself
on some

stale bread and a finger's width of dried meat, but hee was feeling the grip of hunger in a way
he hadn't before. Since the prince seemed to have be-come a little less strange and distracted,
and since a full day had passed with-out any sign of the monstrous, faceless Twilight man
Gyir trying to kill them all, Vansen's fearfulness had abated a little, but the respite only served
to make him more aware of his other problems. The possibility of starving was one of them,
although not the biggest.

/ am completely ruled by something I cannot change or understand, he thought. Worse even
than if these fairy-folk had made me a prisoner. At least then | would expect to be helpless.
But this—this is worse by far! Home is behind us, there is no reason to go on into this place
of madness, and yet on we go, and it seems | can do nothing to stop it.

"We cannot follow this road any farther, Master,” said Skurn suddenly. His beak tugged at
Vansen's sleeve. "Cannot, Master."

"What? Why?"

"The Northmarch Road, this is, and now I smell Northmarch too close. | told you we were
coming near Jack Chain's land.” The bird's eyes were blinking rapidly. He fidgeted on the
horse's neck, almost comically fright-ened. "The bad is all on it, these days."

Northmarch Road! Of course, Vansen thought, no wonder they had found this so much easier
a track than others they had followed. He could see nothing beneath his feet but undergrowth
and grass and dead leaves, but still the hairs on the back of his neck stirred. Knowing the road
was be-neath him and had been for hours was like discovering he had been stand-ing on a
grave. Still, a part of him was loath to give up such ease of travel. "It has a fearful name, but
surely it has been empty now for ages."

"You don't understand, good Master.” Skurn flapped his wings in dis—quiet. "These lands be
not empty. They be Jack Chain's and you will lose your life at least an' he catches you."
Vansen relayed the raven's words to Barrick. The prince paused for a moment, as though
listening to something that silent Gyir might be telling him, then at last slowly nodded his
head.

"We will make camp. There is much to decide."”

Only days ago, in an ordinary world where the sun came up and the snn went down, Barrick
Eddon knew he would have looked on the fairy Gyir



as something hideously alien, but somehow he had come to know Gyir the Storm Lantern as
well as he knew any other person, even those of his own family.

Except for Briony, of course—Briony, his other half. . . Barrick did his best to push the
thought of her away. If he was to survive he must harden himself, he had decided, cast even
the most precious of those beads of memory behind him. He couldn't let himself be weak as
other men were weak—Ilike Vansen the guard captain, still living in the old ways and as out of
place here (or anywhere in the new world that was coming) as a bear sitting at a table with a
bowl and spoon. Barrick knew that Vansen had saved the disgusting, corpse-eating raven
mostly because it spoke his mor-tal speech, as if being able to mumble that outdated tongue
was anything other than a mark of irrelevance.

The bird Skurn had many vile habits, and seemed to reveal a new one every few moments.
Only an hour had passed since they had made camp and already the creature had defiled it,
not even leaving the vicinity to defecate but instead simply pausing beside the campfire and
discharging a spatter as wet and foul-smelling as the goose turds that had made it such a
hazard to walk beside the pond in the royal residence back home. Now the disgusting old bird
was crouched only a few steps from Barrick, noisily finishing off a baby rat he had found in a
nest in the wet undergrowth, the tail danging from his mouth as he chewed the hindquarters.
A moment later the whole of it, tail following to the very end, slid down his throat and
disappeared.

Skurn belched. Barrick scowled.

Do not waste your fires on anger, Gyir told him. Especially on one such as that. You will have
need of every spark, cousin. The words were simply there, as though whispered inside his
skull. There was no sound, no quirks of speech as with regular talk, but the words had a shape
and a feeling that Barrick could tell, even without comparison, made them Gyir's and no one
else's.

Cousin? Why do you call me that?

Because we share something.

What? What could we share?

The love of our lady, and loyalty to her. She saved you as she saved me. Saved me from . . .
And then the fairy's words trailed off, or changed, so that they felt like words no longer, but
rather a sensation of cracking thunder and a rain as heavy and terrifying as a flight of arrows.
"Highness," said VVansen suddenly, his speaking voice as harsh as a frog's

croak after the taut musicality of Gyir's soundless words."”l think we need to listen to what the
bird says .. ."

"listen!" snarled Barrick. "Listen! It is you who cannot listen!" How could the man continue
to scrape and bray like that when he could have words and silence, music and stillness, both
the plucked string and the expectant pause before the lute sounded? But perhaps the
guardsman couldn't. Perhaps Barrick was being unfair. He himself had been touched by the
Dark Lady—poor, earnest Ferras Vansen had not. "l apologize, Captain,” he said, and was
pleased by his own magnanimity. No wonder he had been chosen from the crowded, mad
battlefield, singled out like the oracle laris, who of all men had been given the words of Perin
to bear back to humanity. "What is it that ... that squawking gore-crow has to say?"

"Cannot go this way," the raven said. "The High One with no food-hole, the caulbearer, he
knows it. These be Jack Chain's lands now, since the queen sleeps and the King has grown so
old. Us that care for our life don't go there."

"He's talking about Northmarch, Highness," Vansen said. "It seems to belong to some
enemy—some dangerous person."



"I am not stupid, Vansen. | understood that." Barrick scowled. At this moment, the captain
reminded him more than he would wish of Shaso: the old man, too, had always been judging
him, always underestimating him, speaking words that sounded full of reason to the ear but
made him sting with shame. Well, half a year in the stronghold had no doubt made Shaso dan-
Heza a little less proud and scornful.

A twinge of shame, a distant thing but still painful, made him want to think about something
else. Shaso had brought his doom on himself, hadn't he? Nothing to do with Barrick.

"I am sorry, Highness," Vansen said, and bowed, the first time he had done that since they had
crossed over the Shadowline."l have overstepped."

"Oh, stop." Barrick's mood had gone sour. He turned to Gyir, tried to form the words in his
head so the other could understand him. It was so easy when the faceless man spoke to him
first—like a flying dream, no labor, just the leap and then the freedom of the air. What is this
creature talk-ing about? Is it true?

| do not know. | have not traveled here, in this part of. . . Here another idea floated past that
seemed to have no words, a jumble of formless shapes that

somehow spiraled inward like snailshells. Except when the army went to war, but none would
have dared to attack us in that force. Still, there are many here he-hind the Mantle that do not
love . .. Again there was a picture rather than a word, this one a paradoxical image of black
towers and shining light. Only after it had ceased to glow in his head did Barrick perceive the
words that went with it. Qul-na-Qar.

What is that? Is that you, your people?

That is the place we have made the heart of our . . . Here an idea that seemed to mean not so
much "rule™ or "kingdom™ as "story." That is where the Knowing make their home. Those Qar
who know what was lost, and what sleeps.

Barrick shook his head—too many ideas he could not understand were floating through his
mind, although he had finally come to understand one of Gyir's idea-sounds, Qar, meant
"people like myself"—those Barrick still thought of in the back of his mind as "fairy folk."
Still, even the clearest of Gyir's ideas were as slippery as live fish. / need to know if what this
unpleasant bird says is important, Barrick said. The . . . the Lady . . . has given you a charge,
that you told me. You must do what she asked. Although he had no idea of Gyir's task, he
knew as well as he knew that his bones were inside his body that what the dark woman
wanted must be done.

/ am not allowed to delay, it is true. My errand is too vital. Still, it is hard to be-lieve that one
of our enemies has grown so strong here, an enemy that was thought dead. If it is true, | fear
my luck—the luck of all the People, perhaps—nhas turned for ill. We are far from my home
and in dangerous lands. I am wounded, perhaps crippled forever, your companion has my
sword, and | have no horse.

Gyir's thoughts were heavy and fearful in a way that Barrick had not felt before. That alone
was enough to make the prince really frightened for the first time since the giant's war club
had swung up high above him and his old life had come to an end.

"I don't know what that fairy's done to you, Highness, what kind of spell he's put on you, but
I'm not giving him back his sword. He may pretend friendship, but he'll likely kill us if we
give him a chance. Don't you remem-ber what he and his kind did to the men of Southmarch
at Kolkan's Field? Don't you remember Tyne Aldritch, crushed into ... into bloody suet?"
The prince stared at him. "We will talk more of this,” Barrick said, and

mounted his horse. The faceless man Clyir, with an agility that VVansen carefully noted—he
was recovering very swiftly indeed from wounds that Would have killed an ordinary man—
swung himself up behind the prince.



Vansen pulled himself up into his own saddle. Unlike Barrick's strange black horse, Vansen's
mount was beginning to look a little the worse for wear, despite the long pause for rest. It
shuddered restively as Skurn climbed the saddle blanket with beak and talons and hopped
forward to a perch on the beast's neck. Pleased with himself, the black bird looked around like
a child about to be given a treat.

Mortal horses weren't meant for this place, Vansen thought. No more than mor-tal men.
Although a dragging succession of hours had passed, and Vansen himself had slept long
enough to feel heavy in his wits, his head was foggy as the tangled forest into which Barrick
and Gyir now rode.

"Where be they going, Master?" Skurn asked, agitated. "Us must turn back! Didn't uns listen?
Don't uns see that this be all Jack Chain's land round about?"

"How should I know?" Vansen had no command of the situation, and

the addition of the fairy-warrior to their party had made things worse, if

anything. Gyir, the murderer of Prince Barrick's people, a proven enemy,

now seemed to have become the prince's confidant, while Ferras Vansen,

the captain of the royal guard, a man who had already risked his life for Bar-

rick's sake, had become some kind of foe. "Why do you ask me, bird? Can't

you understand that Gyir thing?"

The raven groomed himself nervously. Up close he was quite repulsive, scaly skin visible in
many places, what feathers remained matted with the gods only knew what. "Not us, Master.
That be a trick of the High Ones, to talk so, without voices, not such as old Skurn. Us knows
nothing of what they are saying or where they think they go."

"Well, then, that makes two of us."

The remains of the ancient road stayed wide and relatively flat beneath them, but now the
trees had grown thick again around them, shutting out anything but the briefest glimpses of
the gray sky, as though they traveled down a long tunnel. Birds and other creatures Vansen
could not identify hooted and whistled in the shadows; it was hard not to feel their approach
was being heralded, as though he were back on one of the Eddons' royal

progresses with the trumpeters and criers running ahead, calling the com-mon folk to come
out, come out, a king's son was passing, But Vansen could not help feeling that those who
waited in this place did not wish them well.

His sense of danger, of being visible to some hostile, lurking force, grew stronger as the day
of riding wore on. The unfamiliar bird and animal sounds died away, but VVansen found the
silence even more foreboding, Bar-rick and the faceless man ignored him, no doubt deep in
unspoken con-versation, and even Skurn had fallen quiet, but Ferras VVansen's patience had
become so thin that every time the little creature moved and he caught a whiff of its putrid
scent, he had to steel himself not to simply sweep it off onto the ground.

"This was once a great road, Highness, just as the bird said," he called at last, and then wished
he hadn't: the echoes died almost immediately in the thick growth on either side of the road,
but even the absence of an echo made the noise seem more stark, more exceptional. He could
imagine an entire gallery of shadowy watchers leaning forward to listen. He spurred his horse
forward so that he could speak more quietly. "This is the old North-march Road, not simply a
forest path. If we follow it long enough we will arrive at something—perhaps the raven's Jack
Chain—but it will not be something we'll like. Can't you feel that?"

The prince turned his cool stare on him. Barrick's hair was stuck to his forehead in damp red
ringlets. "We know, Captain. We are looking for an—other road, one that crosses this one. If
we ride overland through this tan—gled forest, we will come to grief.”

"But it is only a short way to Northmarch, and that is where Jack Chain has his hall!" squealed
Skurn, hopping up and down, which made Vansen's horse snort and prance so that he had to



tighten his grip on the reins. "Even if we are lucky and One-Eye bes far away, and there be no
Night Men about, still Jack-Rovers and Longskulls there be all around here, as well as the
Follower-folk who remember not sunlanders nor nothing even of the High Ones! They will
capture us, poor old Skurn. They will kill us!"

"They will certainly hear us if we stop to argue every few paces,” Bar-rick said harshly. "I did
not bring you here, Vansen, and | certainly did not bring that . . . bird. If you wish to find your
own way, you may do so."

"I cannot leave you, Highness."

"Yes, you can. | have told you to do it but you do not: listen. You say you are my liegeman,
but you will not obey the simplest order. Go away, Cap-tain Vansen,"

1 le hung his head, hoping to hide both the shame and rage. "I cannot, Prince Barrick."
"Then do as you wish. But do it silently.”

They had been riding for what seemed like most of a day when an as-tonishing thing
happened, something that alarmed not only Vansen, but the raven, too, and even Gyir the
Storm Lantern.

The sky began to grow dark.

It crept up on them slowly, and at first Ferras VVansen thought it no more than the ceaseless
movement of gray cloud overhead, the blanket of mist which thickened and even sometimes
thinned without ever diminishing much, and which gave the light of these lands its only real
variety. But as he found himself squinting at trees beside the wide road, VVansen suddenly
realized he could not doubt the truth any longer.

The twilight was dying. The sky was turning black.

"What's going on?" Vansen reined up. "Prince Barrick, ask your fairy what this means!"
Gyir was looking up between the trees, but not as though searching for something with his
eyes—it was an odd, blind gaze, as though he were smelling rather than staring.

"He says it is smoke."

"What? What does that mean?"

Skurn was clinging to the horse's neck, beak tucked under a wing, mumbling to himself.
"What does he mean, smoke?" Vansen demanded of the raven. "Smoke from what? Do you
know what's happening here, bird? Why is it getting dark?"

"Crooked's curse has come at last, must be. Must be!" The black bird moaned and bobbed its
head. "If the Night Men catch us or don't, it mat-ters not. The queen will die and the Great
Pig will swallow us all down to blackness!"

He could get nothing more out of him—the raven only croaked in ter-ror. "I do not
understand!" Vansen cried. "Where is the smoke coming from? Has the forest caught fire?"

"Gyir says no,"Barrick said slowly, and now even he sounded uneasy, "Il is from fire someone
has made—he says it stinks of metal and flesh." The prince turned to look at silent Gyir,
whose eyes were little more than red slits in his blank mask of a face. "He says it is the smoke
of many small fires ... or one very big one."

Chasing the Jackals

Twilight had been jealous from the first of his brother's gleaming songs,
and when Daystar lost the depth of his music and flew away, Twilight
climbed into his brother's place among the Firstborn.

He made children with both Breeze and Moisture.

From the womb of Breeze came the brothers Whitefire and Silvergleam,
and Judgment their sister. From the womb of Moisture came Thunder,
Ocean, and Black Earth, and though their mothers were twinned, from the



very first these six children could not find harmony among themselves.
—from One Hundred Considerations out of the Qar's Book of Regret

EVEN THE WEAK MORNING LIGHT seeping in from the high, small windows was
enough to tell Briony that she was not in her own paneled chamber in the royal residence. In
fact, she was sur-rounded by white plastered walls and dark-skinned women in loose, soft
dresses, all busy making beds or darning clothes, and talking in a quiet, mu-sical language
Briony could not understand. For a long moment she could only stare, dumbfounded,
wondering what had happened.

The truth did not wait long, though: as she rolled over and sat up, clutch ing the blanket close
around the flimsy nightclothes she had somehow ac quired, memories began to leak back.
"Good morning, Bri-oh-nee-zisaya!' Briony turned to find a s slender

middle-aged woman standing beside the bed. The woman smiled, showing a flash of unusual
color. "Did you sleep well?"

Of course. Shaso had brought her to this place in the back alloys of whatever this Marrinswalk
town was called . . . Lander's something . . . ? They had taken refuge in the house of one of
Shaso's Tuani countrymen, and this was the gold-toothed mistress of the house.

"Yes. Yes, thank you, very well." Suddenly she felt shy, knowing she had been lying here
sleeping, perhaps snoring, while these dark, delicate women worked quietly around her. "Is ...
I would like to speak to Shaso." She re-membered the reverence with which the women had
spoken of him, as though Princess Briony should be his servant instead of the other way
around, something that irritated her more than she liked to admit. "Lord Shaso. Can you take
me to him?"

"He will know you are waking and will be expecting you," the older woman said, smiling
again. Briony could count half a dozen other women in the large room, and she seemed to
recall there had been even more the previous night. "Let us help you dress."

It all went swiftly and even enjoyably, the women's talk mostly incom-prehensible, a
continuous dove-soft murmur that even in the waxing morn-ing light made Briony feel sleepy
again. It was so odd, these women and their foreign rooms and ways, their foreign tongue, as
if the entire house had been lifted out of the sandy streets of some distant southern city by a
mis—chievous god or goddess and spun through the air to land here in the mid-dle of cold,
muddy, winter's-end Eion. Somebody was definitely on the wrong continent.

The older woman, guessing correctly that Briony had forgotten her name, politely
reintroduced herself as Idite. She didn't put Briony back into the Skimmer girl's tattered dress,
but clothed her in a beautiful bil-lowing robe of some pale pink fabric so thin she could easily
see the light through it, so thin that she had to wear an underdress of a thicker, more clinging
white cloth, with sleeves long enough to reach her fingertips. The Tuani women lifted her hair
up and pinned it, cooing and giggling at its yellowness, then set a circlet of pearls on her head.
Idite brought Briony a mirror, a small, precious thing in the shape of a lotus leaf, so she could
see the result of all their work. She found it both charming and disturbing to discover herself
so transfigured by a few articles of clothing and jewelry, turned so easily into a soft, pretty
creature (yes, she actually looked pretty, even she had to admit it) of the kind she suspected
all the men of Southmarch had always hoped she would become. It was hard not to bristle a
bit, But the transformation was an act of kindness, not domination, so she smiled and thanked
Idite and the others, then smiled some more as they complimented her at length, haltingly in
her own tongue and fluently in their own.

"Come," the mistress of the house said at last. "Now you shall go to see the Dan-Heza and my
good husband."



Idite and one of the younger women, a shy, slender creature not much older than Briony
herself, with a nervous smile so fixed that it was painful to see, led her out of the women's
quarters. The passageway turned so many times that it made the house seem even larger, but
they emerged at last into what had to be the front room, although instead of looking out
toward the front of the house all the furniture faced doors opening onto the rainy courtyard.
Shaso stood there waiting beside three chairs, two empty, one occupied by a small, bald man
in a simple white robe who looked to be a little more than Briony's father's age, with skin a
half-shade lighter than Shaso's. The man's short fingers were covered with splendid, glittering
rings.

"Thank you, Idite, my flower," he said; unlike his wife's, his words were scarcely accented.
"You may go now."

Idite and the girl made courtesies and withdrew, even as the small man lifted himself from his
chair and bowed in turn to Briony. "I am Effir dan-Mozan," he said. "Welcome to my house,
Princess. You do us honor."

Briony nodded and seated herself in the chair he indicated. "Thank you. Everyone has been
very kind to me."

Shaso cleared his throat. "I am sorry | left you so suddenly, Highness, but I had much to talk
about with Effir."

"I had no idea there were such places in Marrinswalk!" Briony could not help laughing a little
at her own surprise.

"If by 'such places' you mean Tuani hadami—houses of our people—you will find them in
quite a few places, even here in the north. Even, I think, in your own city."

"In Southmarch? Truly?"

"Oh, yes—nbut this is rude, expecting a guest to make conversation when she has not even
been fed. Forgive me." He raised a little bell from the arm of his chair and rang it. The
bearded man who had opened the gate the night before suddenly appeared from behind a
curtained doorway. He was even younger than she had thought then, perhaps only a year or
two older

than Briony herself. "Tal, would you please bring food and gawa for our guests—and for me,
too. | was up early this morning and | am beginning to feel the need for a little something."”
The young man bowed and went out, but not before giving Briony a long, unreadable look.
"My nephew Talibo," explained Dan-Mozan. "A good lad, although a little too enamored of
these northern towns and northern ways. Still, he is a fast learner and perhaps these new ideas
he so values will bring something useful to the House of Mozan. Now, let me ask, my child,
was everything to your satisfaction? Did the women verily treat you well? Lord Shaso asked
that you be given every kindness—not that you would have been less than an honored guest in
any case."

"Yes, thank you, Lord Dan-Mozan. They all were very kind."

He chuckled with pleasure. "Oh, no, Princess, | am no lord. Only a mer-chant.’' Please call me
Effir, and it will be to my ears as sweet honey on the tongue. | am glad you were treated well.
A guest is a holy thing." He looked up as Talibo came back through the door leading an older
man who seemed to be a servant, both of them bearing large trays. The food had ob-viously
been prepared earlier and only waited her arrival. The youth and the older servant arranged
the bowls and platters carefully on the wide, low table, putting out unleavened bread, fruit,
bits of cold spicy fish, vinegar-soaked mushrooms, and other savories Briony did not
recognize. Tal then poured a dark, steaming liquid from a pot into three cups. When Briony
had finished filling a shallow bowl with things to eat, she followed the lead of Shaso and Effir
dan-Mozan, curling her legs under her and placing the bowl on her lap. She took a careful sip
of the hot liquid, expecting it to be tea, which she had learned to drink from her great-aunt



Merolanna, but it was something much stranger, bitter as death, and it was all she could do
not to spit it out.

"You do not like the gawa, en?" Dan-Mozan smiled, not hiding his amusement very well.
"Too hot?"

"Too . .. too bitter."”

"Ah, then you must add cream and honey. | often do myself, especially in the evening, after a
meal."'He gestured to a smaller tray with two small pitchers on it. "May | do it for you?"
Briony wasn't sure she wanted it any way at all, but she nodded, just to be polite.

"Having you in my house is a privilege even greater than it is a surprise,”

DAN-Mozan said as he directed young Tal, with grimaces and flapping hands, through the
delicate task of putting things in L3riony's gawa cup. "Lord Shaso has told me something of
what happened. Please be certain that you are welcome here as long as you need to stay, and
that nothing of . . ." He paused, then looked at his nephew, who had finished with Briony's
gawa and was waiting expectantly. "You may go now, Tal," he said, a litde coolly."We have
things to talk about."”

"She is staying?" Tal remembered himself and shut his mouth in a tight line, but the question
clearly annoyed his uncle.

"Yes. She is a companion of Lord Shaso's, and more important, she is our guest—my guest.
Now go. You and | will speak later."

"Yes, Uncle." Tal bowed, stole another quick look at Briony, then went out.

Dan-Mozan sighed, spread his hands in a gesture of resignation. "As | said, a good lad, but he
has swallowed too many new ideas too quickly, like a naughty child given a whole bowl of
sweetmeats. It has disturbed his con=stitution and he has forgotten how to behave."

"These northern lands can poison a young man," said Shaso, managing to look grim even as
he piled mushrooms in his bowl.

"Of course, of course," Dan-Mozan said with a smile. "But young men are particularly
susceptible wherever they find themselves. He will go back to Tuan after his year here, marry
a good girl, and find himself again. Now, let us bless our food." He said a few words under
his breath.

"Back to Tuan," Shaso said darkly. He looked drawn and tired despite the early hour. "There
have been times when | wished | could do that, too, but it is not my Tuan, not anymore. How
can it be, when it belongs to Xis?" He pursed his lips as though he might spit on the floor, but
then seemed to think better of it. Effir dan-Mozan, who for a moment had looked concerned
for his beautiful carpets, smiled again, but more sadly this time.

"You are right, my lord. Even though some of us unworthy ones must still keep ties there
because of our trade, it is not the place we loved, not as long as those Xixian sons of
whores—ah, your pardon, my lady, | forgot you were here—nhold the keys to our gates. But
that will change. All things change if the Great Mother wills it." He briefly assumed a pious
face as he brought his hands together, then turned brightly to Briony. "Your food, Highness—
is it to your liking?"

"Yes... yes, it's very nice." She had been eating slowly, wary of appearing

too much of a pig in front of this small, neat man, but she was very hun-gry indeed and the
food was excellent, full of tangy, unfamiliar flavors.

"Good. Well, my Lord Shaso, you wished to speak with me and here 1 sit, at your command. |
am very pleased, of course, simply to see you free, and amazed by your story.” The merchant
turned to smile at Briony. "Your bravery was, it need not be said, a large and impressive part
of Lord Shaso's tale.”



Her mouth was full; she nodded her head carefully. She was also the per-son who had locked
Shaso up in the first place and she was not entirely certain whether this small, amiable man
might not be mocking her.

"I need information,” Shaso said, "and | wished the princess to be here since it saves me the
work of repeating it." He saw her irritated look. "And of course it is her right to be here, since
she is heir to her father's throne."

"Ah, yes,"” said Dan-Mozan gravely. "We all pray for King Olin's safe and speedy return, may
the gods give him health."

"Information,"” repeated Shaso, a bit of impatience coloring his voice. "Your ships go
everywhere up and down the coasts, Dan-Mozan, and you have many eyes and ears on the
inland waterways as well. What have you hearci of the fairy-invasion, of the autarch, of
anything I should know? As-sume 1 know nothing."

"I would never be foolish enough to assume that, Lord Shaso," said Dan-Mozan. "But 1 take
your meaning. Well, 1 will make as much sense of it as the Mother grants me to make. The
north is all confusion, of course, be—cause of the strange d'shinna army that has come from
behind the Line of Shadows." He nodded, as though this was something he had long
predicted. "The great army of Southmarch has been broken—I crave your pardon for saying
it, estimable princess, but it is true. Those that have survived but could not reach the castle
have scattered, some fleeing south toward Kerte-wall or into Silverside—they say that the
streets of Onsilpia's Veil are crowded with weeping soldiers. Many others are heading on
toward Sett-land or down into Brenland, convinced that the north will fall, hoping to find
shelter in those places or take ship for the south. But the southern lands, they may find, will
soon offer no safe harbor, either ..."

Barrick, Barrick . . . ! She tried to imagine him free and alive, perhaps leading a group of
survivors toward Settesyard. Her beloved other half-— surely she would know if someone she
had known and loved like a part of herself were dead! “What of the city and Southmarch
Castle itself?" she asked. "Does it still stand? And how did you discover all this so quickly?"

"From the boats that fish in Brain's Bay and supply the castle goods from the south, many of
which belong to me,” said Dan-Mozan, smiling. "And of course, my captains also hear much
in port from the river-men Coming down from the other parts of the March Kingdoms. Even
in time of war, people must send their wool and beer to market. Yes, Southmarch Clastle still
stands, but the city on its shore has fallen. The countryside is emptied all around. The place is
full of demons."

It all suddenly seemed so bleak, so hopeless. Briony clenched her jaw. She would not cry in
front of these older men, would not be reassured or coddled. It was her kingdom—nher father's,
yes, but Olin was a prisoner in Hierosol. Southmarch needed her, and it especially needed her
to be strong. "My father, the king—have you heard anything of him?"

The merchant nodded soberly. "Nothing that suggests he is not safe, I lighness, or that
anything has changed, but | hear rumors that Drakava's grip on Hierosol is not as strong as it
might be. And there are other tales, mere whispers, that the autarch is readying a great fleet—
that he might wish Hierosol for himself."

"What?" Shaso sat up, almost spilling his cup of gawa. Clearly this was new to him. "The
autarch surely cannot be ready for that—he has only just pacified his own vassals in Xand—
surely half his army must be garrisoned in Mihan, Marash, and our own miserable country.
How could he move so soon against Hierosol and its mighty walls?"

Dan-Mozan shook his head. "I cannot answer you, my lord. All I can tell you is what I hear,
and the whisper is that Sulepis has been assembling a fleet with great speed, as though
something has happened which has pushed forward his plans.” He turned to Briony, almost
apologetically. "We all know that the Xixians have desired greater conquest on Eion, and that



taking Hierosol would let them control all the Osteian Sea and the south-ern oceans on either
side.”

Briony waved away all this detail, angry and intent. ""The autarch plans to attack Hierosol?
Where my father is?"

"Rumors, only," said Dan-Mozan. "Do not let yourself be too alarmed, Princess. It is probably
only these uncertain times, which tend to set tongues wagging even when there is nothing
useful to say"

"We must go and get my father," she told Shaso. "If we take ship now we could be there
before spring!"

He scowled and shook his head. "You will forgive me for being blunt, Highness, but that is
foolishness. What could we do there? Join him in

captivity, that is all. No, in fact you would be married by force to Drakava and | would go to
the gibbet. There are many in Hierosol who wish me dead, not least of which is my onetime
pupil, Dawet."

"But if the autarch is coming ... I"

"If the autarch is coming to Eion, then we have many problems, and your father is only one of
them."

"Please, please, honored guests!" Effir dan-Mozan lifted his hands and clapped. "Have more
gawa, and we have some very nice almond pastries as well. Do not let yourself be frightened,
Princess. These are the merest whis—pers, as | said, and likely not true.”

"I'm not frightened. I'm angry." But she fell into an unhappy silence as Dan-Mozan's nephew
Talibo returned and served more food and hot drinks. Briony looked at her hands, which she
was having trouble keeping decorously still: if the youth was staring at her again, she was not
going to give him the satisfaction of noticing.

Shaso, though, watched with a calculating eye as the young man went out again. *Do you
think your nephew might have some spare garments he could lend us?" Shaso asked suddenly.
"Garments?" Dan-Mozan raised an eyebrow.

"Rough ones, not fine cloth. Suitable for some hard labor."

"I do not understand.”

"He looks as though clothing of his might fit the princess. We can roll up the cuffs and
sleeves.” He turned to Briony. "We will put that anger of yours to some good work this
afternoon."”

"But surely you will come," Puzzle said. "I asked for you, Matty—I told them you were a
poet, a very gifted poet."

Ordinarily, the chance to perform at table for the masters of Southmarch would have been the
first and last thing solicited in Matt Tinwright's nightly prayers (if he had been the sort of
person to pray) but for some rea-son, he was not so certain he wanted to be known by the
Tollys and their friends at court, both old and new. The past tennight things had seemed to
change, as though the dark clouds that these days always clung to the city across the bay had
drifted over the castle as well.

Perhaps | am too sensitive, he told himself. My poet's nature. The Tollys have done nothing
but good in an ill time, surely. Still, he had begun to hear tales

from the kitchen workers and sonic of the other servitors with whom lie shared quarters in the
back of the residence that made him uneasy—tales of people disappearing and others being
badly beaten or even executed for minor mistakes. One of the kitchen potboys had seen a
young page's fin—gers cut off at the table by Tolly's lieutenant Berkan Hood for spilling a cup
of wine, and Tinwright knew it was true because he had seen the poor lad being tended in a
bed with a bandage over his bloody stumps.



"I ... I am not certain | am ready to perform for them myself," he told I'uzzle. "But I will help
you. A new song, perhaps?"

"Aye, truly? Something | could dedicate to Lord Tolly . .. ?" As Puzzle paused to consider
this and its possible results, Tinwright noticed move-ment on the wall of the Inner Keep
where it passed around Wolfstooth Spire, a short arrow's flight from the residence garden
where he and Puz-zle had met to share some cooking wine that Puzzle had filched from the
lesser buttery. For a moment he thought it was a phantom, a transparent thing of dark mists,
but then he realized that the woman walking atop the wall was wearing veils and a net shawl
over her black dress and he knew at once who it was.

"We will talk later, yes?" he said to Puzzle, giving the jester a clap on the back that almost
knocked the old man over. "There is something | need to do."”

Tinwright ran across the garden, dodging wandering sheep and goats as though in some
village festival game. He knew Puzzle must be staring at his sudden retreat as though he were
mad, but if this was madness it was the sweetest kind, the sort that a man could catch and
never wish to lose.

He slowed near the armory and wiped the perspiration from his fore=head with a sleeve, then
straightened his breeches and hose. It was strange: he felt almost a little shamefaced, as
though he were betraying his patroness Briony Eddon, but he shrugged the feeling away. Just
because he did not wish to recite his poems before the whole of the Tolly contingent did not
mean that he had no ambitions whatsoever.

He walked around the base of Wolfstooth Spire and made his way up its outer staircase, so
that when he reached the wall he should seem to be en—countering her by accident. He was
gratified to see she had not continued on, which would have necessitated him trying to hide
the fact of walking swiftly after her to catch up. She was leaning on the high top of the outer
wall, peering out through a crenellation across the Outer Keep, her weeds fluttering about her.
When he thought he was close enough to be heard above the fluting of

the wind, he cleared his throat. "Oh! Your pardon, Lady. | did not know anyone else was
walking on the walls. It is something 1 like to do- to dunk, to feel the air." He hoped that
sounded sufficiently poetic. The truth was, it was cold and damp here at the edge of the Inner
Keep with the bay churning just below them. Were it not for her, he would much rather be
under roof and by a fire, with a cup full of something to warm his guts.

She turned toward him and brushed back the veil to stare with cool, gray eyes. Her skin would
be pale at the best of times, but here, on this dank, overcast day, with her black clothes and
hat, her face almost disappeared ex—cept for her eyes and fever-red mouth. "Who are you?"
He suppressed an exultant shout. She had asked his name! "Matthias Tinwright, my lady.” He
made his best bow and prepared to kiss her hand, but it did not emerge from the dark folds of
her cloak. "A humble poet. | was bard to Princess Briony." He realized phrasing things that
way might seem disloyal, not to mention suggesting he was out of work. "I am bard to
Princess Briony," he said, putting on his best, most pious aspect. "Because, with the mercy of
Zoria and the Three, she will come back to us."

An expression he could not read passed across Elan M'Cory's face as she turned slowly back
to the view. Why did she wear those widow's clothes, when he knew for a fact—he had
pursued the questionacarefully—that she was not married? Was it truly in mourning for
Gailon Tolly? They had not even been betrothed, or so at least the servants said. Many of
them thought her a little mad, but Tinwright didn't care. One view of her with her hair
hanging copper-brown against her white neck, her large, sad eyes watching nothing as the rest
laughed and gibed at one of Puzzle's entertainments, and he had been smitten.

He hesitated, unsure of whether to go or not.

"A poet,"” she said suddenly. "Truly?"



He suppressed a boast and thus surprised himself."I have long called my-self so. Sometimes |
doubt my skills."

She turned again and looked at him with a little more interest. "But surely this is a poet's
world, Master . . ."

"Tinwright."

"Master Tinwright. Surely this your time of glory. Legends of the old days walk beneath the
sun. Men are killed and no one can say why. Ghosts walk the battlements.” She smiled, but it
was not pleasant to see. Tinwright took a step back. "Do you know, | have even heard that
mariners have lately returned with tales of a new continent in the west beyond the Smoking
Is-

Kinds,,a great, unexplored land full of savages and gold. Think of it! I'erhaps there are plaees
where life still runs strong, where people are full of hope.”

"Why should that not be true of this place, Lady Elan? Are we truly so weak and hopeless?"
She laughed, a small sound like scissors cutting string. "This place? Our world is old, Master
Tinwright. Old and palsied—doddering, and even the young ones gasping in their cots. The
end is coming soon, don't you think?"

While he was considering what to say to this strange assertion, he heard noises and looked up
to see two young women hurrying along the battle-ments toward them, slipping a little on the
wet stones in their haste. He rec-ognized them as Princess Briony's ladies-in-waiting—the
yellow-haired one was Rose or some other such flower name. They looked at Tinwright
suspiciously as they approached, and for the first time he wished he was wearing better
clothes. Oddly, it had not occurred to him during his con-versation with Elan M'Cory.

"Lady Elan,” the dark one cried, "you should not be walking here by yourself! Not after what
happened to the princess!'

She laughed. "What, you think someone will climb the wall of the Inner Keep and steal me
away? | can promise you, | have nothing to offer any kidnapper."

Ah, but you are wrong, thought Tinwright: if Briony Eddon was the bright morning sun, Elan
M'Cory was the sullen, alluring moon. In truth, he thought, his mind as always leaping to the
tropes of myth and story, the goddess Mesiya must look much like this, so pale and
mysterious, she who walks the night sky with her retinue oj clouds.

He remembered then that Mesiya was the wife of Erivor and mother of the Eddon family line,
or so it was claimed, her wolf their battle-standard. How quickly these poetic thoughts grew
muddled . ..

"Come with us,"” the two ladies-in-waiting were saying, tugging gently at the black-clad Elan's
arms. "It is damp here—you will catch your death.”

"Ho!" a voice cried from below, lazy and cheerful. "There you are."

"Never fear," Elan M'Cory said, but so quietly that only Tinwright heard her. "It has caught
me instead."

Hendon Tolly stood at the base of the wall on the Inner Keep side, a small crowd of
guardsmen in Tolly livery standing near him but at a re-spectful distance. "Come down, good
lady. | have been looking for you."

"Surely you should go and lie down instead," said yellow-haired Rose, almost whispering.
"Let us take care of you, Lady Elan.”

"No, if my brother-in-law calls me, I must go." She turned to Tinwright "It has been good
speaking with you, Master Poet. If you think ol any , an-swer to my question, | shall be
interested to know. It seems to me that things move more quickly toward an ending every
day."



"I am waiting, my lady!" Hendon Tolly seemed full of rich humor, as though at a joke only he
understood. "I have things I wish to show you."

She turned and walked behind the ladies, heading back toward the steps that Tinwright had
climbed and the waiting master of Southmarch.Just be fore she reached them, when Tolly had
looked away to talk to his guards, she turned back toward Tinwright for a brief moment. He
thought she might nod or give some other sign of farewell, but she only looked at him with an
expression as bizarrely full of mixed shame and excitement as a dog who has been caught
gorging on the last of the family's dinner, who knows he will be fiercely beaten but cannot
even run.

Matt Tinwright would see that face again and again in nightmares.

Briony wriggled, trying to ease herself. The scarf she had borrowed from one of Idite's
daughters bound her breasts securely, but left an uncomfort-able knot in the center of her
back.

"Do the clothes fit?" Shaso had put on something similar to the loose homespun garments that
one of the servants had brought to Briony. The pants were long; she had rolled them so they
would not drag on the floor and trip her, but she was pleased to find that the rough shirt,
though large, was not so big as to hinder her movements.

"Well enough, 1 suppose,” she said. "Why am | wearing them?"

"Because you are going to learn something new." He was holding a bun-dle wrapped in oiled
cloth, which he tucked under his arm, then led her down the hall and out to the courtyard. The
rain had stopped but the sky was still heavy with dark clouds and the stones of the courtyard
were wet. He gestured for her to sit down on the edge of the stone planter that housed the
courtyard's lone quince tree, bare now except for the last few shriveled fruits the birds had not
taken. "That should be dry."

"What am | going to learn?"

He scowled. "The first thing you must learn, like all Eddons, is to be pa-tient. You are better
at it than your brother—but not much." He raised his

hand. NO, do not think of him. I shouldn't have spoken of him. We must pray that he is safe."
She nodded, willing her eyes to stay dry. Poor Barrick! Zoria, watch over his every moment.
Put your shield above him, wherever he is.

"I would not have chosen to teach you swordplay, had you not wished it and your father not
have given in to your whim." Shaso held up his hand again. "Remember—patience! But |
have, and you have learned to fight well, for a woman. It is not the nature of women to fight,
after all.”

Again she started to speak, but she knew the look in the old man's eyes and did not have the
strength for another argument. She closed her mouth.

"But whatever happens in the days to come, | think you will not be car-rying a sword. You
will not need one here, and if we leave this place we will go in secret.” He placed his bundle
down on the ground beside him, put his hand in and pulled out a wooden dowel that was only
a little shorter than Briony's forearm. "I have taught you something of how to use a poniard,
but primarily how to use it in combination with a sword. So now | am going to teach you how
a Tuani fights without a sword. Stand up." He took the dowel in his fist. "Pretend this is a
knife. Protect yourself."

He took a step toward her, swept the dowel down. She threw her hands up and shuffled
backward.

"Wrong, child." He handed the bar of wood to her. "Do the same to me."

She looked at him, uncertain, then took a step forward, stabbing toward his chest, but unable
to keep herself from holding back a little. Shaso put up a hand.

"No. Strike hard. I promise you will not hurt me."



She took a breath and then lunged. His hand flew out so quickly she al-most could not see it
move, knocking her hand aside even as Shaso himself stepped toward her, then put his leg
behind her and pushed with his other hand against her neck. Just before she fell backward
over his leg he caught at the sleeve of her shirt and kept her upright. He gently took the
wooden rod out of her hand.

"Now you try what | have done."

It took her a dozen tries before she could get the trick of moving for-ward at the same time as
she deflected his attack—it was different than swordfighting, far more intimate, the angles
and speed affected by the small size of the weapon and the fact that she had no weapon of her
own. When the old man was satisfied, he showed her several other blocks and leg-locks,

and a few twisting moves meant not simply to deflect or stop an opponent's thrust but to loose
the weapon from his hand.

The sun, climbing toward noon, finally made an appearance through the clouds. Briony was
sweating now, and she had fallen down three or four times on the hard stones of the courtyard,
bruising her knee and hip. By contrast, Shaso looked as calm and unruffled as when the lesson
had first started.

"Take some moments to catch your breath," he said. "You are doing well."

"Why are you teaching me this?" she said. "Why now?"

"Because you are not royalty any longer,” he said. "At least, you will have none of royalty's
privileges. No men to guard you, no castle walls to keep your enemies away. Are you ready to
begin again?"

She rubbed her aching hip, wondered if it was wrong to ask Zoria to grant Shaso a painful
cramp—wondered if Zoria could even hear her, in this house of Tuan's Great Mother. "I'm
ready," was all she said.

They stopped once for water and so that Briony could eat some dried fruit and bread that a
wide-eyed servant brought out into the courtyard. Later, several of the house's women
gathered under the covered walkway to watch, giggling inside their hooded robes, fascinated
by the spectacle. Shaso showed her more unarmed blocks, grapple holds, kicks, and other
methods of defending herself or even disarming an attacker, ways to break the arm of a man
half again her size, or kick him in such a way that he would fight no more that day. When the
old man was satisfied with her progress he brought out a second wooden dowel and gave it to
her, then began to work with her on the skills of knife against knife.

"Do not let your enemy get his blade between you and him once you have closed,” Shaso said.
"Then even a backhand thrust can be fatal. Always turn it away, force the knife-hand out.
There—see! If your enemy brings it too close, you can slash the tendons on the back of his
hand or his wrist. But do not let him take your blade with his other hand."

By the time the sun had begun to slide behind the courtyard roof, and the women of the hadar
had found even their deep curiosity satisfied and had gone back inside, Shaso let her stop and
rest again. Her legs and arms were quivering with weariness and would not stop.

"We are finished for today," he said, wiping sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. "But we
will do this again tomorrow and the days after, until I can sleep at night."” He put the dowels
back in the oilskin bundle. Some-

thing else inside it clinked, but he closed the wrapping and she did not see what it was. "This
is not the world you knew, Briony Eddon. This is not a World that anyone knows, and what it
will become is yet to be seen. Your part may be great or small, but I am sworn to your family
and | want you alive to play that part.”

She wasn't sure what he meant, but as she looked at the old man and saw that for all his
seeming invincibility his hands were trembling as much as hers and his breathing was short



and rapid, she was filled with misery and a kind of love. "I am sorry we had you imprisoned,
Shaso. | am ashamed.”

He gave her a strange look, not angry, but distant. "You did what you had to. As do we all,
from the greatest to the smallest. Even the autarch in his palace is only a clay doll in the hands
of the Great Mother." He tucked his bundle under his arm."Go now. You did well—for a
woman, very well."

The moment of affection disappeared in a burst of irritation. "You keep saying that. Why
shouldn't a woman fight as well as a man?"

"Some women can fight as well as some men, child,” he said with a sour smile. "But men are
bigger, Briony, and stronger. Do you know what a lion is? It is a great cat that lives in the
deserts near my country."

"I've seen one."

"Then you know its size and strength. The female lion is a great hunter, fierce and dangerous,
a mighty killer. She brings down the gazelle and she slaughters the barking jackals that try to
feed on her kill. But she gives way always before the male."

"But | don't want to be a male lion,” Briony said. "I'd be happy just to chase away the
jackals."”

Shaso's smile lightened, became something almost peaceful. "That, any-way, | can try to give
you. Go now, and | will see you in the morning."

"Won't | see you at supper?"

"In this house, the men and women do not eat together in the evening. It is the way of Tuan."”
He turned and walked, with just the hint of a limp, across the courtyard.

Dan-Mozan's nephew was waiting for her in the hallway. She groaned quietly as he stepped
away from the wall where he had been leaning, eyes averted as though he had not yet noticed
her, as though he had not been waiting here on purpose. All she wanted was to get into a hot
bath, if such a thing could be found, and steam the aches from her muscles and the dirt from
her scratched knees and feet.

"You are wearing my clothes,” Talibo said.

"Yes, and thank you. Your uncle loaned them to me."”

"Why?"

"Because Lord Shaso wished me to practice knife-fighting.” She frowned at the expression of
arrogant disbelief on his face, had to hold her tongue How dare he look at her that way—
Briony Eddon, a princess of all the March Kingdoms? He was no older than she was. It was
true that he was not a bad-looking boy, she thought as she looked at his liquid brown eyes, the
wispy mustache on his upper lip, but from the way his every feeling showed on his face he
was still most definitely a boy. Seeing this one, she could imagine how Ludis' envoy Dawet
dan-Faar must have looked in his youth, imagine the same look of youthful pride. Warrantless
pride, she thought, annoyed: what had this brown-skinned boy ever done, living in a house,
surrounded by women who deferred to him just because he was not a girl? "I have to go now,"
she said. "Thank you again for the use of these clothes.”

She brushed past him, aware that the young man had more to say but unwilling to stand
around while he worked up the nerve to say it. She thought she could feel his eyes on her as
she walked wearily back to the women's quarters.



8

An Unremarkable Man

When Onyena was ordered to serve her sister Surazetn at the birth she
became angry, and cried out that she would find some way to have
vengeance on Sveros the Twilight, so when the three brothers were
being born from Surazem's blessed womb Onyena stole some of

the old god's essence. She went away in secret and used the seed

of Sveros to make three children of her own,

but she raised them to hate their father and all he made.

—from The Beginnings of Things The Book of the Trigon

AT TIMES LIKE THIS, when Pinimmon Vash had to look directly into his master's pale,
awful eyes, it was hard to remember that Autarch Sulepis had to be at least partly human. "All
will be done, Golden One," Vash assured him, praying silently to be dismissed and released.
Sometimes just being near his young ruler made him feel queasy. "All will be done just as you
say."

"Swiftly, old man. She has tried to escape me." The autarch's gaze slid upward until he
seemed to be staring intently at something invisible to anyone else. "Besides, the gods . .. the
gods are restless to be born."

Confused by this strange remark, Vash hesitated. Was it something that needed to be
understood and answered, or was he at last free to scurry away on his errand? He might be the
paramount minister of mighty Xis, the old courtier reflected with some bitterness, and thus in
theory more powerful

than most kings, but he had no more real authority than a child. Null, being a minister who
must jump to serve the autarch's every whim was much better than being a. former minister:
the vulture shrines atop the Orchard Palace's roofs were piled high with the bones of former
ministers. "Yes, the gods, of course," Vash said at last, with no idea of what he was agreeing
to. "The gods must be born, it goes without .. ."

"Then let it be done now. Or heaven itself will weep." Despite his harsh words, Sulepis began
to laugh in a most inappropriate way.

Even as Vash hurried so swiftly from the bath chamber that he almost tripped over his own
exquisite silk robes, he found himself hoping that one of the eunuchs shaving the autarch's
long, oiled limbs had accidentally tick-=led him. It would be disturbing to think the man with
life-and-death power over oneself and virtually every other human being on the continent had
just giggled like a madman for no reason.

Partly human, Vash reminded himself. He must be at least partly human. Even if the autarch's
father Parnad had also been a living god, the autarch’'s mother must surely have been a mortal
woman, since she had come to the Seclusion as the gift of a foreign king. But whatever was
mixed in with the heritage of godlike (although now fairly inarguably dead) Parnad, few
mor=tal traits had made their way down to the son. The young autarch was as bright-eyed,
remorseless, and inscrutable as his family's heraldic falcon. Sulepis was also full of
inexplicable, seemingly mad ideas, as proved by this latest strange whim—the errand on
which Vash now bustled toward the guard barracks.

As he left the guarded fastness of the Mandrake Court and hurried through the cavernous
ministerial audience chamber at the heart of the Pomegranate Court, lesser folk scattered from
his path like pigeons, as frightened of his anger as he was terrified of the autarch's. Pinimmon
Vash reminded himself he should conduct a full sacrifice to Nushash and the other gods soon.
After all, he was a very fortunate man—not just to have risen so high in the world, but also to
have survived so many years of the father's autarchy and this first year of the son's: at least



nine of Parnad's other high ministers had been put to death just in the short months of Sulepis'
reign. In fact, should Vash need an example of how lucky he was compared to some, he only
had to think about the man he was going to see, Hijam Marukh, the new captain of the
Leopard guards—or more to the point, think about Marukh's predecessor, the peasant-soldier
Jeddin.

Even Pinimmon Vash, no stranger to torture and execution, had been

disturbed by the agonies visited upon the former Leopard captain. The autarch had ordered the
entertainment conducted in the famous Lepthian library, so he could read while keeping an
eye on the proceedings. Vash had watched with well-hidden terror as the living god danced
his gold finger=stalls in the air in rhythm with Jeddin's shrieks, as though enjoying a
charm=ing performance. Many nights Vash still saw the terrible sights in his dreams, and the
memory of the captain’s agonized screaming haunted his waking mind as well. Near the end
of the prisoner's suffering, Sulepis had even called for real musicians to play a careful,
improvised accompaniment to his horrendous cries. At points, Sulepis had even sung along.
Vash had seen almost everything in his more than twenty years of serv-ice, but he had never
seen anything like the young autarch.

But how could an ordinary man judge whether or not a god was mad?

"This makes no sense," said Hijam Marukh.

"You are foolish to say so,” Vash hissed at him.

The officer known as Stoneheart allowed only a lifted eyebrow to ani-mate his otherwise
inexpressive face, but Vash could see that Marukh had realized his error—the kind that in Xis
could swiftly prove fatal. Recently promoted to Kkiliarch, or captain, the Leopards' squat,
muscular new master had survived countless major battles and deadly skirmishes, but he was
not quite so used to the dangers of the Xixian court, where it was assumed that every public
word and most private ones would be overheard by someone, and that one of those listeners
likely either wanted or needed you dead. Marukh might have been cut, stabbed, and scorched
so many times that his dark skin was covered in white stripes like a camp mongrel's, might
have earned his famous nickname by passing unmoved through the worst car-nage of war,
but this was not the battlefield. In the Orchard Palace no man's death came at in him from the
front or in plain sight.

"Of course,” Hijam Stoneheart said now slowly and clearly for the ben-efit of listening ears,
"the Golden One must have his contest if he wills it so. But | am just a soldier and | don't
understand such things. Explain to me, Vash. What good is there in having my men fight with
each other? Al-ready several are badly wounded and will need weeks of healing."

Vash took a breath. Nobody was obviously eavesdropping, but that meant nothing. "First of
all, the Golden One is much wiser than we are, so perhaps we are not clever enough to
understand his reasons—all we can know is that they must be good. Second, | must point out
to you that it

isn't your men, the Leopards, who are fighting for the honor of the autarch's special mission,
Marukh. It is the White Hounds, and although they are valuable fighters they are only
barbarians."

Vash had no more idea than the captain of why Sulepis had demanded a contest of strength
among his famous troop of White Hounds, foreign mercenaries whose fathers and
grandfathers had come to Xand from the northern continent, but as Vash knew better than
almost anyone, sometimes gods-on-earth just did things like that. When the autarch had
woken from a prophetic dream one morning in the first weeks of his rule and ordered the
destruction of all the wild cranes in the land of Xis, it had been Para-mount Minister Vash
who had called the lower ministers to the Pome-granate Court to make the autarch's wishes



known, and hundreds of thousands of the birds had been killed. When another day the autarch
de-clared that every axhead shark in the city's saltwater canals should be caught and
dispatched, the streets of the capital stank with rotting shark flesh for months afterward.

Vash forced his attention back to the combat. The abruptness of the autarch's demand had
forced them to improvise this arena here in an un-used audience chamber in the Tamarind
Court, since the autarch's miners and cannoneers were all over the parade field and could not
move their equipment on such sudden notice, even at threat of their lives—some of the
artillery pieces weighed tons. Two sweaty men were struggling now in the makeshift ring.
One was big by any ordinary standard and muscled like a bullock, but his yellow-bearded
opponent was a true giant of a man, a head taller, with shoulders wide as the bed of an oxcart.
This fair-haired monster clearly had the upper hand and even seemed to be toying with his
adversary.

"Why is it taking so long?" Vash complained. "You said Yaridoras was by far the strongest of
the White Hounds. Why does he not defeat his oppo-nent? The autarch is waiting."”
"Yaridoras will win." Hijam Stoneheart laughed sharply. "Trust me, he is a fearsome brute.
Ah, look." The yellow-bearded one had just raised the other man over his head. The huge man
held his opponent there just long enough for everyone to appreciate the glory of the moment,
then flung him down onto the stony floor. The loser lay, senseless and bloody, as Yari-doras
raised his arms above his head in triumph. The other White Hounds hooted in appreciation.
"Is that it?" Vash ached from standing and wanted only to lower himself

into a hot bath, to lie tended by bis young boy and girl servants. He wished be bad not been
too proud to accept the kiliarch's offer of a chair. "Is it over? Can we finish with this?"
"There is one more challenger,” said Marukh,"a fellow named Daikonas Vo. | am told he is
the best swordsman of the White Hounds."

"But the autarch ordererd them to prove themselves in bare-handed combat!" Vash shook his
head in irritation, surveying the dozens of assem-bled Perikalese soldiers, perhaps four or
five dozen in all. None of them looked big enough to give Yaridoras a contest. "Which one is
he?"

For answer, Marukh stood and shouted, "Now the last fighter—step forth, VVo."”

The man who rose was so unremarkable that, discounting his Perikalese heritage—the telltale
fair hair and skin that marked him as a foreigner—any man of Xis might have passed him on
the street without a second look. He was wiry but slightly built; his head barely reached
Yaridoras' brawny chest.

"That one?" Vash snorted. "The big yellow-hair will snap his back like a twig.'

"Likely." Marukh turned and bellowed, "You two may bring no weapons into the sacred
space. So has our master Sulepis, the god-on-earth, the Great Tent, the Golden One, declared.
You will fight until one of you can get up no longer. Are you ready?"

"Yes—and thirsty!" bellowed Yaridoras, making his fellow mercenaries laugh. "Let's get this
over with so | can have my beer.” The thin soldier, Daikonas Vo, only nodded.

"Very well," said the captain. "Begin."

At first, the smaller man put up a surprisingly good defense, moving with serpentine fluidity
to stay out of Yaridoras' powerful grasp, once even hooking his foot behind the big man's heel
and throwing him backward to the tile floor, which earned a percussive shout of surprised
laughter from the other White Hounds, but the giant was up quickly, smiling in a way that
suggested he himself was not very amused. After that Yaridoras was more careful, angling in
to cut off his opponent's retreat, and Vo began to find it increasingly difficult to stay out of his
hands. Vo did not give in easily, and several times he landed swift blows whose power was
clearly greater than his size would have suggested, one of them opening a cut above
Yaridoras' eye so that blood ran down one side of his face and into his beard. How-ever



inevitable the outcome seemed, the bigger man was clearly not en-joying the delay, and in
the course of trying to get a finishing hold on his

opponent left several long, bleeding weals across the small man's face and arms. The shouts
and rowdy suggestions that had filled the room at the be ginning of the bout began to die
down, replaced by a murmuring of un-ease as the match slowly took on the look of
something more desperate.

The big man lunged. Vo ducked under the groping arms and put a knee into his opponent's
belly, so that Yaridoras' surprised gasp sent red froth fly-ing, but the big man's knob-
knuckled hand lashed out and caught Vo re-treating, smashing him to the floor with an
impact like a slaughterer's hammer. Yaridoras threw himself on top of his opponent before Vo
had recovered his wits and for a moment it seemed as though the smaller soldier had been
swallowed whole.

It's over now, thought Vash. But he fought a surprisingly good fight. The para-mount
minister was more than a little surprised: he had always thought of the Perikalese foreigners
as benefiting mostly from their size and barbaric savagery. It was strange, even disturbing, to
see one who could think and plan.

For a moment as they grappled on the floor, Yaridoras caught the smaller man's head between
his legs. He began to squeeze, and Daikonas VVo's face darkened to a bruised red before he
managed to elbow his opponent in the crotch and wriggle free. He was injured and tired,
though, and he did not get far before Yaridoras caught him again, this time with a massive
arm around his throat. The giant rolled his body over on top of his opponent, then began
trying to sweep away the bracing arms and legs which were all that kept Vo from being
pressed belly-first onto the floor. The big man grinned ferociously through the sweat and
blood, while Vo showed his own teeth in a grimace as he struggled to get air.

"He'll kill him," Vash said, fascinated.

"No, he'll just choke him until he gives over,"” said Marukh. "Yaridoras won't kill anyone
needlessly, especially another White Hound. He is a vet-eran of such matches."

Daikonas Vo's purpling face was sinking closer and closer to the floor, his elbows bowing
outward as the bigger man's weight overcame him. Then, to Pinimmon Vash's astonishment,
Vo deliberately took one hand off the tiles and, just before he was driven to the ground,
brought his elbow down so hard against the floor that a noise loud as a musket shot echoed
through the room. A moment later the two of them collapsed in a writhing, grunting heap, and
for a moment it was hard to make sense of the tangle of limbs. Then the two bodies lay still.

FACE and upper hotly shiny witlh blood, Daikonas Vo at last pulled him-self out from under
Yaridoras, rolling the giant aside so that the long shard of stone floor tile sticking in the
yellow-bearded man's eye rose into view like a sacred object being lifted above a parade of
believers. The audience of White Hounds gasped and cursed in shock, then a roar of anger
rose from them and several of them moved toward the exhausted, bloody Vo with murderous
intent.

"Stop!"” cried Pinimmon Vash. When they realized it was the autarch's chief minister who had
commanded them, the White Hounds halted and fell into surly, murmuring attention. "Do not
harm that man."

"But he killed Yaridoras!" growled Marukh. "The autarch's law was that no weapons could be
used!"

"The autarch said that no weapons could be brought into the arena, Kil-iarch. This man did
not bring a weapon, he made one. Clean him up and bring him to the Mandrake Court."

"The Hounds will be angry. Yaridoras was popular .. ."



"Ask them to consider whether keeping their heads will be compensa-tion enough.
Otherwise, I'm sure their autarch will be happy make other arrangements."

Vash shook his robe free of wrinkles and passed from the room.

The Golden One was reclining on the ceremonial stone bed in the Chamber of the New Sun,
naked except for a short kilt decorated with jade tiles. On each side of him a kneeling priest
bound the cuts in-the autarch's arms, delicate wounds made only moments earlier by sacred
golden shell-knives. The small quantity of royal blood, enough to fill two tiny golden bowls
which at the moment were on a tray held by the high priest Pan-hyssir, would be poured into
the Sublime Canal just after sunset to assure the sun's return from its long winter journey apart
from its bride the earth.

Sulepis turned lazily as the soldier Daikonas Vo was led in, cradling his elbow as if it were a
sleeping child. The man of Perikal had been wiped clean of blood, but his face and neck were
still crisscrossed with raw, scraped flesh.

"I am told you killed a valuable member of my White Hounds," the autarch said, stretching
his arms to test the fit of the bandages. Already tiny blooms of red could be seen through the
linen.

"We fought, Master.” Vo shrugged, his gray-green eyes as empty as two spheres of glass.
There was nothing notable about him, Vash thought, ex

cept his accomplishment. He had forgotten the man's face in the short time since he had last
seen him and would forget it again as soon as the man was gone. "At your request, as |
understand it. I won."

"He cheated," said the captain of the Leopards angrily."He broke a floor tile and used it to
stab Yaridoras to death.”

"Thank you, Kiliarch Marukh," said Vash. "You have delivered him and nothing more is
required of you. The Golden One will decide what to do with him."

Suddenly conscious that he was drawing attention to himself in a place where attention was
seldom beneficial, Hijam Stoneheart paled a little, then bowed and backed out of the chamber.
"Sit," said the autarch, surveying the pale-skinned soldier. "Panhyssir, bring us something to
drink."

A strange honor for a mere brawler, to be served by the high priest of Nushash himself,
thought Pinimmon Vash. Panhyssir was Vash's chief rival for the autarch’s time and attention,
but it was a contest VVash had lost long ago: the priest and the autarch were close as bats in a
roost, always full of secrets, which made it seem all the more odd that the powerful Panhyssir
should be carrying drinks like a mere slave.

As the high priest of Nushash moved with careful dignity toward a hid-den alcove at the side
of the great chamber, one of the autarch's eunuch ser-wvants scuttled up with a stool and
placed it so that Daikonas Vo could seat himself within a few yards of the living god. The
soldier did so, moving gingerly, as though his wounds from the combat with Yaridoras were
in=hibiting him. Vash guessed that they must be painful indeed: the man did not seem the
type to show weakness easily.

Panhyssir returned with two goblets, and after bowing and presenting one to his monarch,
gave the other to Vo, whose hesitation before drink-ing was so brief that Vash could have
almost believed he had imagined it.

"Daikonas Vo, | am told your mother was a Perikalese whore," declared the autarch. "One of
those bought and carried back from the northern continent to serve my troop of White
Hounds. Your father was one of the original Hounds—dead, now. Killed at Dagardar, I'm
told.”

"Yes, Golden One."



"But not before he killed your mother. You have the look of your peo-ple, of course, but how
well do you speak the language of your ancestors?"

"Perikalese?" VVo's nondescript face betrayed no surprise. "My mother taught it to me. Before
she died it was all we spoke."

"Good." The autarch sal back, making a shape like a minaret with his lingers. "You are
resourceful, 1 understand—and ruthless as well. Yaridoras is not the first man you have
Killed."

"1 am a soldier, Golden One."

"I do not speak of killings on the battlefield. VVash, you may read."

Vash held up a leather-bound account book which had been brought to him by the library
slave only a short while before, then traced down a page with his finger until he found what
he sought. "Disciplinary records of the White Hounds for this year. 'By verified report
extracted from two slaves, Daikonas Vo is known to have been responsible for the deaths of at
least three men and one woman,' " VVash read. " 'All were Xixians of low caste and the killings
at—tracted little public attention so no punishment was required.’ That is just the re-port for
this year, which is not yet over. Do you "wish me to read from earlier years, Golden One?"
The autarch shook his head. A look of amusement crossed his long face as he turned back to
the impassive soldier. "You are wondering why | should care about such things—whether you
are to be punished at last. Is that not true?"

"In part, Master," said VVo."It is certainly strange that the living god who rules us all should
care about someone as unimportant as myself. But as to punishment, | do not fear it at the
moment."

"You don't?" The autarch's smile tightened. "And why is that?"

"Because you are speaking to me. If you only wished to punish me, Golden One, | suspect
you would have done so without wasting the fruits of your divine thought on someone so
lowly. Everybody knows that the living god's judgments are swift and sure."

Some of the tension went out of the autarch's long neck, replaced by a certain stillness, like a
snake sunning itself on a rock. "Yes, they are. Swift and sure. And your reasoning is flawed
but adequate—I would not waste my time on you if I did not require something of you."
"Whatever you wish, Master." The soldier's voice remained flat and emotionless.

The autarch finished his wine and gestured that Daikonas Vo should do the same. "As you
have no doubt heard, | am no longer content merely to receive tribute from the nations of the
northern continent. The time is coming soon when I will take the ancient seaport of Hierosol
and begin to expand our empire into Eion, bringing those savages into the bright, holy light of
Nushash.”

"So it has been rumored,Master," Vo said slowly."We all pray for the day to come soon."

"It will. But first, | have lost something that | want back, and it is to be found somewhere in
that northern wilderness—the lands of your fore-fathers."

"And you wish me to . .. retrieve this thing, Master?"

"I do. It will require cunning and discretion, you see, and it will be eas ier for a white-skinned
man who can speak one of the languages of Eion to travel there, seeking this small thing
which I desire."”

"And may | ask what that thing is, Golden One?"

"A girl. The daughter of an unimportant priest. Still, I chose her for the Seclusion and she had
the dreadful manners to run away." The autarch laughed, a quiet growl that might have come
from a cat about to unsheathe its claws. "Her name is . .. what was it? Ah, yes—Qinnitan. You
will bring her back to me."



"Of course, Master."” The soldier's expression became even more still.

"You are thinking again, VVo. That is good. | chose you because | need a man who can use his
head. This woman is somewhere in the lands of our enemies, and if someone learns | want
her, she may become the object of a contest. | do not want that." The autarch sat back and
waved his hand. This time it was only an ordinary servant who scurried forward to refill his
goblet. "But what you are wondering is this: Wliy should the autarch let me go free in the land
of my ancestors? Even if | sincerely try to fulfill his quest, if I fail there is no punishment he
can visit on me unless | return to Xis. No, do not bother to deny it. It is what anyone would
think." The young autarch turned to one of his child servants, a silent Favored. "Bring me my
cousin Febis. He should be in his apartments.”

As they waited, the autarch had the servant refill VVo's cup. Pinimmon Vash, who had some
inkling of what was to come, was glad he was not drinking the strong, sour Mihanni wine, so
unsettling to the stomach.

Febis, a chubby, balding man with the reddened cheeks of an inveterate drinker made even
more obvious by the pallor of fear, hurried into the chamber and threw himself on his hands
and knees in front of the autarch, bumping his forehead against the stone.

"Golden One, surely | have done nothing wrong! Surely I have not of=fended you! You are
the light of all our lives!"

The autarch smiled. Vash never ceased to marvel at how the same ex-pression that would
bring joy if it were on the face of a young child or a

pretty woman could, just by transferring it to the autarch's smoothly youth ful features,
suddenly become a thing to inspire terror."No, Febis, you have done nothing wrong. 1 called
you here only because | wish to demonstrate something." He turned to the soldier Vo. "You
see, | had a similar problem with those of my relations, like Cousin Febis, who remained after
my father and brothers had died—after I, by the grace of Nushash of the Gleaming Sword,
had become autarch. How could I be certain that some of these fam-ily members might not
ponder whether, as the succession had passed over several of my brothers upon their deaths
and came to me, it might not con-tinue on to Febis or one of the other cousins after my
untimely death? Of course, | could have simply killed them all when I took the crown. It
would only have been a few hundred. I could have done that, couldn't I, Febis?"

"Yes, yes, Golden One. But you were merciful, may heaven bless you."

"I was merciful, it's true. Instead, what | did was induce each of them to swallow a certain ...
creature. A tiny beast, at least in its infant form, which had long been thought lost to our
modern knowledge. But | found it!" He smirked. "And you did swallow it, didn't you, Febis?"
"So | was told, Golden One." The autarch's cousin was sweating heav-ily, droplets dangling
like glass beads from his chin and nose before splash=-ing to the floor. "It was too small for
me to see."”

"Ah, yes, yes." The autarch laughed again, this time with all the pleasure of a young child.
"You see, the creature is so small at first that the naked eye cannot see it. It can be swallowed
in a glass of wine without the recipient even knowing." He turned to Daikonas Vo. "As you
received it when you first drank."

Vo put down his goblet. "Ah," he said.

"As to what it does, it grows. Not hugely, mind you, but enough that when it lodges at last in
the body of its host, it cannot be dislodged no mat-ter what. But that does not matter, because
the host will never be aware of it. Unless | wish it to be so.” The autarch nodded. "Yes, let us
say for the sake of argument that its host fails to carry out a task | have given him in the
specified time, or in some other way incurs my anger . . ." He turned to burly, sweating Febis.
"As, for instance, telling his wife that his master the autarch is mad and will not live long .. ."



"Did she say that?" shrieked Febis. "The whore! She lies!"

"Whatever the crime,"” the autarch went on evenly, "and no matter how far away its
perpetrator, when | know of it, things will begin to happen.” He gestured. "Panhyssir, call for
the the xol-priest."”

Febis shrieked again, a bleat of despair so shrill it made P'inimmon Vash s toes curl. "No!
You must know | would never say such a thing, Golden One—never, please, no-0-0-0!"
Weeping and burbling, Febis lurched toward the stone bed. Two burly Leopard guards
stepped forward and re-strained him, using no little force. His cries lost their words, became a
sob-bing moan.

The xol-priest came in a few moments later, a thin, dark, knife-nosed man with the look of the
southern deserts about him. He bowed to the autarch and then sat cross-legged on the floor,
opening a flat wooden box as though preparing to play a game of shanat. He spread a piece of
fabric like a tiny blanket, then took several grayish shapes which might have been lumps of
lead out of the box and arranged them with exacting care. When he had finished he looked up
at the autarch, who nodded.

The man's spidery fingers picked up and moved two of the gray shapes and Febis, who had
been twitching and sobbing obliviously in the grip of the guards, suddenly went rigid. When
they let him go he tumbled to the floor like a stone. Another movement of the shapes on the
little carpet and Febis began to writhe and gasp for breath, his arms and legs thrashing like a
man about to sink beneath the water and drown. One more and he sud-denly vomited up a
terrible quantity of blood, then lay still in the spread-ing red puddle, unseeing eyes wide with
horror. The xol-priest boxed up his gray shapes, bowed, and went out.

"Of course, the pain can be made to last much longer before the end comes,” the autarch said.
"Much longer. Once the creature is awakened it can be restrained for days before it begins to
feed in earnest, and each hour is an eternity. But | made Febis' end swift out of respect for his
mother, who was my own father's sister. It is a shame he should have wasted that precious
blood so.” Sulepis looked a moment longer at the gleaming pool, then nod-ded, allowing the
servants to rush forward and begin the removal of both the puddle and Febis' body. The
autarch then turned to Daikonas Vo.

"Distance is no object, by the way. Should Febis have gone to Zan-Kartuum, or even the
northernmost wastes of Eion where the imps live, still I could have struck him down. I trust
the lesson is not lost on you, Vo. Go now. You will be a hound no longer, but my hunting
falcon—the autarch's falcon. You could ask for no higher honor."

"No, Golden One."

"All else you need to know you will learn from Paramount Minister Vash." Sulepis started to
turn away, but the soldier still had not moved. The

autarch's eyes narrowed. "What is it? If you succeed you will he rewarded, of course. | am as
good to my faithful servants as | am stern with those who are less so."

"I do not doubt it, Golden One. | only wondered if such a . . . crea—ture ... had been introduced
to the girl, Qinnitan, and if so why you would not use so certain a method to bring her back to
Great Xis."

"Whether such a thing has been done to her or not,” the autarch said, "is beside the point. It is
a clumsy and dangerous method if you wish your subject to survive. | wish the girl returned
alive and well—do you under-stand? I still have plans for her. Now go. You sail for Hierosol
tonight. |1 want her in my hands by the time Midsummer's Day arrives or you will be the most
sorrowful of men. For a little while." The autarch stared. "Yet an-other question? | am
minded to wake the xol-beast now and find someone less annoying."



"Please, I live to serve you, Golden One. I only wish to ask permission to wait until tomorrow
to set out.”

"Why? | have seen your records, man. You have no family, no friends. Surely you have no
farewells to make."

"No, Golden One. It is only that I suspect | have broken my elbow fight-ing the bearded one."
He held up the arm he had smashed against the tile floor, using his other arm to support it.
The sleeve was a lumpy bag of blood. "That will give me time to have it set and bandaged,
first, so | can better serve you."

The autarch threw back his head and laughed. "Ah, I like you, man. You are a cold-blooded
fellow, indeed. Yes, go now and have it seen to. If you succeed in this task, who knows?
Perhaps | will give you old Vash's job." Sulepis grinned, eyes as bright as if he were fevered.
That must be the expla—nation, thought Pinimmon Vash: this man—or rather this god-on-
earth— was in a perpetual fever, as though the sun's fiery blood really did run in his veins. It
made him mad and it made him as dangerous as a wounded viper. "What do you think, old
man?" the autarch prodded. "Would you like to train him as your replacement?"

Vash bowed, keeping his terrified, murderous thoughts off his face. "I will do whatever you
wish, Golden One, of course. Whatever you wish."

9

In Lonely Deeps

Tso and Zha had many sons, of whom the greatest was Zhafaris, the

Prince of Evening. On his great black falcon he would ride through the sky
and when he saw beasts or demons that might threaten the gods' tents he
slew them with his ax of volcano stone, which was called Thunderclap—
the mightiest weapon, O My Children, that was ever seen.

—from The Revelations of Nushash, Book One

"I KNOW YOU THINK it is ... because | am stout," said Chaven as he sagged against the
corridor wall and fanned himself with his bandaged hand. "But it is not. That is to say, | am,
but..."

"Nonsense," Chert told him. "You are not so fat, especially after the past tennight spent
starving and hiding. If you need to rest, you need to rest. There is no shame in it."

"But that isn't it! I am ... | am afraid of these tunnels.” Even by the glow of the stonelights,
which made everyone seem pale as mushroom flesh, his pallor was noticeable.

Chert wondered if it wasn't the dark itself that was unnerving the physician: even to
Funderling eyes, the light was very dim here on the outer edge of the town, where Lower Ore
Street began to touch the un—-named passages still being built or begun and then abandoned
when Guild plans changed. "Is it the darkness you fear, or . . . something else?" Chert
remembered the mysterious man Gil, who had taken him to the city to meet the Qar folk. Gil
too had been wary, not of the tunnels themselves

it had seemed, but of something that lurked in the depths below them. "Do | trespass by
asking?"

"Trespass?" Chaven shook his head. "After saving my life and .. . taking me into your home,
kind friend, you ask that? No, let me ... catch my wind again . . . and 1 will tell you." After a



few moments of labored breath he began. "You know 1 come from Ulos in the south. Did you
know my fam=ily, the Makari, were rich?"

"I know only what you've told me.” Chert tried to look patient, but he could not help thinking
of Opal waiting at home, saddled with the painful burden of a child who had become a
stranger. Already much of this morn-ing had slipped away like sand running from a seam but
Chert still did not know the purpose of their errand, let alone actually getting to it.

"They were—and may still be, for all I know. | broke with them years ago when they began to
take gold from Parnad, the old autarch of Xis."

Chert knew little about any of the autarchs, living or dead, but he tried to look as though he
routinely discussed such things with other worldly folk. "Ah," he said. "Yes, of course."”

"I grew up in Falopetris, in a house overlooking the Hesperian Ocean, atop a great stone cliff
riddled with tunnels just like these."

Chert, who knew that the honeycombed fastness of Midlan's Mount was not merely the chief
dwelling, but the actual birthplace of his race, that the Salt Pool had seen the very creation of
the Funderling people, felt a mo—~ment of irritation to have it compared to the paltry tunnels of
Falopetris, but checked himself—the physician had not meant it that way. Chert was anxious
to be moving on and he realized it was making him unkind. "I have heard of those cliffs," he
said. "Very good limestone, some excellent tufa for bricks. In fact, good stone all around there

Now it was Chaven who looked a little impatient. "I'm certain. In any case, when | was small
my brothers and | played in the caves—not deeply, because even my brothers knew that was
too dangerous, but in the outer caverns on the cliff below our house that looked out over the
sea. Pre-tended we were Vuttish sea-ravers and such, or that we manned a fortress against
Xixian invaders." He scowled, gave a short unhappy bark of a laugh. "A good joke, that, | see
now.

"It was on such a day that my older brothers grew angry with me for something I cannot even
remember now and left me in the cave. We came down to it by a steep trail, you see, and at
the end there was a rope ladder we had stolen from the keeper's shed that we had to clamber
down to reach

the entrance. My brothers and my sister Zamira went back up ahead of me. but took the ladder
with them.

"At first | thought they would return any moment—I had scarcely live or six years, and could
not imagine that anything else could happen. And in fact they probably would have come
back once they had frightened me a little, but the younger of my brothers, Niram, fell from the
trail higher up onto some rocks and broke his leg so badly that the bone jutted from the skin.
He never walked again without a limp, even after it healed. In any case, they managed to lift
him back to the trail and carry him home, but in their terror, and the subsequent hurry to bring
a surgeon from the town, no one thought about me.

"I will not bore you with my every dreadful moment,” Chaven said, as if fearing the other
man's impatience, although that had faded now as Chert considered the horror of a child in
such a situation, thought of Flint just days ago, alone in the depths, going through things he
and Opal could never know. Chert shuddered.

"Enough to say that | heard screaming and shouting from the hillside overhead,” Chaven
continued, "and thought they were trying to frighten me—and that it was succeeding. Then
there was silence for so long that | at last stopped believing it was a trick. | became certain
they had forgotten me in truth, or that they had fallen to their deaths, or been attacked by
cata-mounts or bears. | cried and cried, as any child would, but at last the bar-rel was
empty—I had no tears left.



"I do not remember much of what happened next. | must have found the hole at the back of
the cave and wandered in, although I do not resmember doing so. | dimly recall lights, or a
dream of lights, and voices, but all that | can know for certain is that when my father and the
servants came for me, bearing torches because it was hours after nightfall, they found me
curled in a smaller, deeper cave whose entrance we had never found in all the times we had
played there. My father subsequently had that inner cav—-ern blocked and the ladder to the
caves taken away. We never went there again—Niram could not have climbed down to them
in any case.” Chaven ran his hands over his balding scalp. "I have had a horror of dark,
narrow places ever since. It took all I had those three days past simply to come down into
Funderling Town seeking you, although | knew | would die if I did not find help."

It was hard to imagine feeling stone over your head as oppressive instead of sheltering—how
much less secure to stand in some wide open space

Willi no refuge, no place to hide from enemies or angry gods! lint Chert did his best to
understand."Would you like to go back, then?"

"No." Chaven stood,still trembling,but with a resolution on his face that looked a little like
anger. "No, 1 cannot leave my house to the plundering of the Tollys without even knowing
what they do there. | cannot. My things ... valuable ..." The physician dropped into a mumble
Chert could not understand as he pushed himself off from the wall and began walking again,
heading bravely into the long stretches of shadow between stone-lights, shadows which Chert
knew must seem darkness complete and hope-less to a man from aboveground.

As he paused to drop a fresh piece of coral stone into the saltwater of the lantern Chert could
not help thinking of his last two journeys through these tunnels, passing this way with Flint
when they took the strange piece of stone to Chaven, then the other direction with Gil on their
march to the fairy-held city on the other side of the bay. How could his life, such an or-dinary
thing only a year before, full of orderly days and restful nights, have been turned inside out so
quickly, like Opal readying shirts to dry on a hot rock?

"And the stone, Flint's stone, was the thing that killed a prince ..." Chert said half-aloud as he
hurried to catch up to physician. Even after all the other things that had happened to him in
the last days, he still found it hard to believe—found Chaven's entire story nearly impossible
to grasp. He, Chert Blue Quartz, had carried that stone in his own hand!

Chaven, walking grimly ahead, did not seem to have heard him.

"If I had put that what-was-it-called stone in my own mouth," Chert said, louder this time,
"would I have turned into a demon, too? Or did I have to say some magical words?"

"What?" Chaven seemed lost in a kind of dream, one that did not eas-ily let go. "The kulikos
stone? No, not unless you knew the spell that gave it life and power, and that would have
needed more than words."

"More than words?"

"Such old wisdom, that men call magic, does not work like a door lock that any man can open
if he has the key. Those among your people who work crystals and gems, do they simply grab
a stone and strike it and it falls into shape, or is there more to the skill than that?"

"More, of course. Years of training, and still often a stone shatters.”

"So it would be even if you held the kulikos in your hand right now and

1 told you the ancient words. You could say them a hundred times in .a hun-dred ways and it
would remain nothing but a lump of cold stone in your fingers. The old arts require training,

learning, sacrifice—and even so, the cost is often greater than the reward . . ." He trailed off.

When lie spoke again his voice shook. "Sometimes the cost is terrible."



Chert put a hand on his shoulder. "We are coming near to the bottom of your house. We
should go quietly now. If they have not found the lower door they might still hear us through
the walls and come looking for what makes the noise.”

Chaven nodded. He looked drawn and frightened, as though after telling the story of his
childhood terror he had never managed to shake it off again.

Two more rough-hewn corridors and they stood in front of the door, which was as strange a
sight as ever in this empty, untraveled place, its hard-woods and bronze fittings polished so
that even the dim coral light raised a gleam. Chert suddenly wanted to ask whether Chaven
had actually stepped out into the passage from time to time to clean the thing, since none of
his servants had known of its existence, but he had to be quiet now until they learned who or
what was on the other side.

Chert stared at the featureless door. It had no handle or latch or even keyhole on this side,
nothing but the bellpull—and clearly they were not going to use that.

The physician tugged at his sleeve to get his attention, then made a strange gesture that the
Funderling did not immediately understand. Chaven did it again, waving his bandaged fingers
with increasing impatience until Chert realized that Chaven wanted him to turn around—that
there was something the bigger man did not want him to see. It was impossible not to feel
angered after all they had both been through, after he and Opal had given Chaven the
sanctuary of their home and nursed him back to health, but now was not the time to argue.
Chert turned his back on the door.

A quiet hiss as of something heavy sliding was followed by the chink of a lifting latch; a
moment later he felt Chaven s touch on his shoulder. The door was open, spilling a widening
sliver of light out into their passageway. Chaven leaned close, urgency on his face—he looked
like a starving man who smelled food but did not yet know what he must do to get it. Chert
held his breath, listening.

At last Chaven straightened up and nodded, then slipped through the open doorway. Chert
hurried down the stone corridor after him holding

the fading coral lantern. The physician paused in front of a hanging so bleached by age and
dotted with mildew that the scene embroidered on it had become invisible, a thing weirdly out
of place in such a damp, win-dowless, almost unvisited spot. For a moment Chaven hesitated,
his burned lingers hovering in midair as though he would once again ask Chert to turn around,
but then impatience got the best of him and he pulled back the hanging and ducked beneath it,
making a lump under the ancient fab-ric. A moment later the lump disappeared as if the
physician had simply vanished.

Despite a superstitious chill at the back of his neck, Chert was about to investigate, but
something else caught his attention. He made his way as silently as he could down the
corridor and past the hanging to the base of the stairs. He muffled his lantern, dropping the
passageway into near-darkness as he stood, listening.

Voices, coming from somewhere upstairs—were Chaven's servants keep—ing the up house in
his absence? Somehow Chaven did not think so.

A disembodied moan, quiet but still piercing, made Chert jump. He looked around wildly but
the corridor was still empty. He hurried back to the hanging and pulled it aside to discover a
hidden door, ajar. The noise came again, louder, the muffled wail of a lost soul, and Chert
summoned up his courage and pushed the door open.

Chaven lay in the middle of the floor, writhing as though he had been stabbed, surrounded by
rumpled lengths of cloth. Chert ran to him, turned him over, but could find no wound.
"Ruined . . . " the physician groaned. Though his voice was quiet, it seemed loud as a shout
to Chert. "Ruined! They have takenit. .. !"

"Quiet," the Funderling hissed at him. "There is someone upstairs!"



"They have it!" Chaven sat up, wild-eyed, and began to struggle in Chert's grasp like a man
who had seen his only child stolen from his arms. "We must stop them!"

"Shut your mouth or you will get us killed," Chert whispered harshly clinging on to the much
larger man as tightly as he could. "It might be the entire royal guard, looking for you."

"But they have stolen it ... I am destroyed . . . I" Chaven was actually weeping. Chert could
not believe what he saw, the change that had turned this man he had long known and
respected into a mad child.

"Stole what? What are you saying?"

"We must listen.... We must hear them." Chaven managed to throw the

funderling off, but his look had changed from sheer madness to something more sly. He
crawled across the room before Chert could get his legs under himself; a moment later he had
snaked out under the faded hanging and into the corridor. Chert hurried after him.

The physician had stopped at the stairwell. He touched his lips to enjoin the Funderling to
silence—an unnecessary gesture to someone as fright ened as Chert was, both by the danger
itself and Chaven's seeming mad-ness. The physician was shaking, but it seemed a tremble of
rage, not anything more sensible like a fear of being caught, imprisoned, and almost
inevitably executed.

And me? Chert could not help thinking. If they kill Chaven, the royal physi—cian, what will
they do with a mere Funderling who is his accomplice? The only ques-tion will be whether
anyone ever learns of my death. Ah, my dear old Opal, you were right after all—/ should have
learned to stay at home and tend my own fungus.

He took a deep breath to try to slow his beating heart. Perhaps it was only Chaven's own
servants after all. Perhaps .. .

"I promise you, Lord Tolly, there is nothing else here of value at all." The reedy voice wafted
down the stairwell, close enough to keep Chert stock-still, holding the last breath he took as if
it must last him forever. To his horror, he saw Chaven's eyes go wide with that mindless,
inexplicable rage he had shown earlier, even saw the physician make a twitching move toward
the staircase itself. Chert shot out his hand and clung as if his fingers were curled on
scaffolding while he dangled over a deadly drop.

The other's voice was lazy, but with a suggestion somehow that it could turn cruel as quick as
an adder's strike. "Is that true, brother, or are there things here that you think might not be of
value to me, but which you might quite like for yourself?"

Confused, Chert guessed that Hendon Tolly and his brother, the new Duke of Summerfield,
stood in the hallway above them. He could not un-derstand the expression of heedless fury on
Chaven's face. Earth Elders, didn't he realize that the Tollys owned not just the castle now but
had be-come the unquestioned rulers of all Southmarch? That with a word these men could
have Chaven and Chert skinned in Market Square in front of a whooping, applauding crowd?
"I tell you, Lord, you already have the one piece of true value. | promise that eventually I will
winkle out its secrets, but at the moment there is something miss-ing, some element | have
not discovered, and it is not in this house ..." The man's thin voice suddenly grew sharp, high-
pitched. "Ah, keep that away from me!"

"It is only a cat,” said the one he had called Lord Tolly.

"/ hate the things. They are toots of Zmeos. There, it rum away. Good. " When he spoke again
his voice had regained its earlier calm. "As | said, there is nothing in this house that will solve
the puzzle—I swear that to you, my lord."

"But you will solve it,” the other said. "You will."

Pear was in the first one's voice again, not well hidden. "Of course, Lord. Have I not served
you well and faithfully for years?"



"I suppose you have. Come, let us lock this place up and you can go hack to your
necromancy."

"I think it would be more accurate to call it captromancy, my lord." The speaker had
recovered his nerve a bit. Chert was beginning to think he had guessed wrong—that one of
these was a Tolly, but not both. "Necromancers raise the dead. It is captromancers who use
mirrors in their art.”

"Perhaps a little of both, then, eh?" said his master jauntily as their voices dwindled. "Ah,
what a fascinating world we are making . . . 1"

When the two were gone and the house was silent Chert could finally breathe freely, and
found he was trembling all over, as if he had narrowly avoided a fatal tumble. "Who were
those two men?"

"Hendon Tolly, to give one of the dogs a name," the physician snarled. "The other is the vilest
traitor who ever lived—an even filthier cur than Hendon—a man who I thought was my
friend, but who has been the Tollys' lapdog all along, it seems. If | had his throat in my hands
"What are you talking about?"

"Talking about? He has stolen my dearest possession!” Chaven's eyes were still wide, and it
occurred to Chert it was not too late for the royal physician to go dashing out into Southmarch
Keep and get them both killed. He grabbed Chaven's robe again.

"What? What did he steal? Who was that?"

Chaven shook his head, tears welling in his eyes again. "No. | cannot tell you. | am shamed by
my weakness." He turned to stare at Chert, des—perate, imploring. "Tolly called him brother
because the man who helped him pillage my secrets is one of the brothers of the Eastmarch
Academy. Okros, Brother Okros—a man who | have trusted as if he were my own family."
Chert had never seen the physician so helpless, so defeated, so ... empty.

Chaven put his head on his arms, sagged as if he would never rise again. "Oh, by all the gods,
I should have known! Growing to manhood in a fam-ily like mine, I should have known that
trust is for fools and weaklings."

"Are you mad?" Teloni could not have been more astonished if her younger sister had
suggested jumping off the harbor wall into the ocean. "He is a prisoner! And he is a man!"
"But look at him-—he is always here and he seems so sad." Pelaya Akua-nis had seen the
prisoner a half-dozen times, and always the older man sat on the stone bench as quietly as if
he listened to music, but of course there was no music, only the noises of birds and the distant
boom and shush of the sea. "I am going to talk to him."

"The guards won't let you," one of the other girls warned, but Pelaya ig-nored her. She got up
and smoothed her dress before walking across the garden toward the bench. Two of the
guards stood, but after looking at her carefully one guard leaned back against the wall again;
the other moved ex-actly one step closer to the bearded man they were guarding, which was
apparently the solution to some odd little inner mechanics of responsibil-ity. Then the two
guards resumed their whispered conversation. Pelaya wished she looked more like the
dangerous type who might free a prisoner, but the guards had judged her correctly—talking to
him with her friends and the man's guards around her on all sides was quite enough of an
ad-wventure, however she might like to act otherwise.

As she reached him the man looked up at her, his face so empty of emo-tion that she was
positive she could have been a beetle or a leaf for all he cared. She suddenly realized she had
nothing to say. Pelaya would have turned and walked away again except that she could not
bear to see Teloni give her one of those amused, superior looks.



She swayed a little, trying to think of how to begin, and he only watched her. For a moment
the garden seemed very silent. He was at least her fa-ther's age, perhaps older, with long
reddish-brown hair and beard, both shot with gray and a few curling wisps of pure white.
Even as she examined him he was surveying her in turn, and his calm gaze unnerved her.
"Who are you?" she said, blurting it out so that it sounded like a challenge. She could feel the
blood rising in her cheeks and had to fight hard once more against the urge to flee.

"Ah, my good young mistress, but it is you who approached me," he said sternly. He sounded
serious, and his face looked serious too, but something in the way he spoke made her think he
might be mocking her. "You must

name yourself. I lave you never been told any stories, have you read no books on polite
discourse? Names are important, you see. However, once given, they can never be taken
back." He spoke the Hierosoline tongue with a strange accent, harsh but somehow musical.
"But 1 think I know yours," she said. "You are King Olin of South-march."

"Ah, you are only half right." He frowned, as though thinking hard about his words, then
nodded slowly. "It seems that, in fairness, you must tell me half of your name."

"Pelaya!" her sister called, a strangled moan of embarrassment.

"Ah," said the prisoner. "And now | have received my due, will you, nill you."

"That wasn't fair. She told you."

"I was not aware we were involved in a contest. Hmmm—interesting." Something moved
across his lips, fleeting as a shadow—a smile? "As | said, names are very important things.
Very well, I will do my best to guess the other name without help from any of the bystanders.
Pelaya, are you? A fair name. It means '‘ocean.'"

"I know." She took a step back. "You are playing for time. You cannot guess."

"Ah, but | can. Let me consider what | know already." He stroked his beard, the very picture
of a philosopher from the Sacred Trigon Academy. "You are here, that is the first thing to be
pondered. Not everyone is allowed into this inner garden—I myself have only recently been
granted the privi-lege. You are well dressed, in silk and a fine lace collar, so | feel rather
cer-tain you are not one of the pastry-makers gathering mint or a chambermaid on your way
to air the linens. If you are either of those you are shirking your chores most unconscionably,
but to me you do not have the face of a true idler."

She laughed despite herself. He was talking nonsense, she knew, amus-ing himself and her,
but also there was more to it. He was showing her how he would think about things if he truly
meant to solve a problem. "So, we must assume you are one of the ladies of the castle, and in
fact I see that you have brought with you a formidable retinue.” He gestured to Teloni and the
others, who watched her with wide eyes, as though Pelaya had clambered down into a wolf's
den. "One of them addressed you by first name, which suggests a familiarity a lady might
show to one of her maids or other friends, but since there is a sameness to your features—
yours are a

bit finer, more delicate, but | hope you will keep that as our secret—I would guess that the
two of you are related. Sisters?"

She looked at him sternly. She was not going to be so easily tricked into helping him.

"Well, then I will declare it so for the sake of my argument. Sisters. Now, | know well that my
captor, the lord protector, has no declared offspring. Some might say he was the better for
that—they can be difficult creatures, children—but | am not one of them. However much |
pity his childless—-ness, though, | cannot make him your father, no matter how | puzzle the
facts, so I must look elsewhere. Of his chief ministers, some are too dark or too pale of skin,
some too old, and some too much inclined otherwise to be the fathers of handsome young
women like your sister and yourself, so | must narrow my guesses to those whom | know to



have children. I have been here more than half a year, so | have learned a little." He smiled.
"In fact, | see now that your companions are waving for you in earnest, and | must cut to the
bone of the matter before they drag you away. My best guess is that your father is this castle's
steward, Count Perivos Akuanis, and that you are his younger daughter, while the dark-haired
girl there is his older daughter, Teloni."”

She glared at him. "You knew it all along."

"No, | must sincerely protest that I did not, although it has become clear to me as we talked. |
think I may have seen you once with your father, but I have only now remembered."

"I'm not certain | believe you."”

"I would not lie to a young woman named after the sea. The sea god is my family's patron,
and the sea itself has become very precious to me these days. From one corner of my room in
the tower, if I bend down just so, | can see it at the edge of a window. Of such things are
hearts made strong enough to last.”" He tipped his head, almost a bow. "And, the truth is, you
remind me of my own daughter, who also has a weakness for old dogs and useless strays,
although I think you are a few years younger.” Now his face became a little strange, as though
a sudden pain had bitten at him but he was determined not to show it. "But children change so
quickly—here and then gone. Everything changes.” For a moment whatever pained him
seemed to take his breath away. It was a long time before he spoke again. "And how many
years have you, Lady Pelaya?"

"I am twelve. | will be married next year or the year after, they say, after my sister Teloni is
married."

I wish you much happiness, now and later. Your friends look as though they are about to call
for the lord protector to come rescue you. Perhaps you should go."”

She began to turn, then stopped. "When I said you were King Olin of Southmarch, why did
you say | was only half right? Isn't that who you are? Everyone knows about you."

"1 am Olin of Southniarch, but no man is king when he is another man's prisoner." Even the
sad, tired smile did not make an appearance this time. "Go on, young Pelaya of the Ocean.
The others are waiting. The grace of Zoria on you—it has been a pleasure to speak with you."
Leaving the courtyard garden, the other girls surrounded Pelaya as though she were a deserter
being dragged back to justice. She stole one look back but the man was staring at nothing
again—watching clouds, per=haps, or the endless procession of waves in the strait: there was
little else he could see from the high-walled garden.

"You should not have spoken to him," Teloni said. "He is a prisoner—a foreigner! Father will
be furious."

"Yes." Pelaya felt sad, but also different—strange, as though she had learned something
talking to the prisoner, something that had changed her, although she could not imagine what
that might be. "Yes, | expect he will."

10

Crooked and his Great-Grandmother

The great family of Twilight was already mighty when the ancestors

of our people first came to the land, and the newcomers were drawn to
one or the other of the twin tribes, the children of Breeze or the children
of Moisture, who were always contesting.

One day Lord Silvergleam of the Breeze clan was out riding, and caught
sight of Pale Daughter, the child of Thunder, son of Moisture, as lovely as
a white stone. She also saw him, so tall and hopeful, and their hearts
found a shared melody that will never be lost until the world ends.



Thus began the Long Defeat.
—from One Hundred Considerations out of the Qar's Book of Regret

BARRICK EDDON WOKE UP in the grip of utter terror, feeling i as though his heart might
crack like an egg. He could smell some-thing burning, but the world was cold and
astonishingly dark. For long moments he had no idea of where he was. Out of doors, yes—the
rus—tle and creak of trees in the wind was unmistakable . .. He was behind the Shadowline, of
course.

Barrick felt as though he had just awakened from a long, bizarre dream—a feeling he knew all
too well—but the waking was not much more reassuring than the dream. The endless twilight
of these lands had actually ended, but only because the sky had turned black and not |usl night
dark, but empty of stars, too, as though some angry god had thrown a cloak over all of
creation. Had it not been for the last of the coals still glowing in the stone fire circle, the
darkness would have been complete. And that terrible, acrid smell . . .

Smoke. Gyir said it was the smoke from some huge fire, filling the sky, killing the light.
Barrick's eyes had stung for most of a day, he remembered now, and they had been forced to
stop riding because he and Vansen the guard captain had trouble breathing.

Barrick crawled to the fire and poked the embers. Vansen was asleep with his mouth open,
wearing his arming-cap against the chill. Why was the man still here? Why hadn't he turned
and ridden back to Southmarch as any sane person would have done? Instead, here he lay
beside his new friend, that ugly, splotch-feathered raven (which was sleeping too, appar-endy,
its head under its wing). Barrick disliked the raven intensely, although he could not say why.
When he looked at Gyir Barrick's heart sped again, even as his stomach seemed to twist inside
him. By all the gods, the fairy was a horror! He dimly remembered a feeling of friendship, of
kinship even, between himself and this faceless abomination that had led an army of other
monsters into the lands of real people, to burn and to kill. How could such madness be? And
now he was virtually this creature’s prisoner, being led toward the gods only knew what kind
of horrible fate!

Barrick looked to the place the horses stood, mostly in shadow, Vansen's slumbering mount
and the restless bulk of the Twilight horse which had somehow become Barrick's own,
although he did not remember it hap—pening. / could be in the saddle and riding away in an
instant, he realized. Should he wake Vansen? Did he dare risk the time? Barrick's hand slid
across the ground until it closed on the pommel of his falchion. Even bet=ter: he could have
the long, sharp edge on the Gyir-reature's throat just as quickly.

But even as the fingers of Barrick's good hand closed around the corded hilt, Gyir's eyes
flickered open and fixed on him just as if the fairy-man had smelled something of the prince's
murderous thoughts. Gyir stared hard and knowingly at him for a moment, his pupils round
and black in the dim light, but then he closed his eyes again as if to say, Do what you will.
Barrick hesitated. The loathing itself now seemed alien, just another un-likely feeling to grip
him. My blood, my thoughts—they turn and change like

the wind! He had always been moody and had often feared lor his sanity, but now he felt a
terror that he might lose his very self. Father said own malady was better once he left the
castle. For a while mine seemed the same, but now it is back and stronger than ever.

Barrick tried to order his thoughts as his father had taught him, and could not help wishing he
had spent more time listening and less sulking when the king spoke. He was trapped in a place
where errors could kill him. How could he decide what was real and what was not? Only
hours before he had thought of the faceless man as an ally, perhaps even a friend. Moments
ago he had seemed an utter monster instead. Was Gyir really such a threat, or was he simply a
warrior who served a foreign master?



Not master—mistress, Barrick reminded himself. And suddenly, as though everything had
been tilting and threatening to tumble because of a single missing support, he saw the warrior-
woman again in his mind's eye and his thoughts grew more stable. Gyir the Storm Lantern
was not a monster, but not his friend, either. Barrick could not afford to trust so much. The
Qar woman, the Lady Yasammez, had held him with her bottomless stare and had told him
amazing things, although he could remember very few of them now. What had she said that
had sent him so boldly across the Shadowline? Or had it been something else, not ideas but a
spell to enslave him? She told me of great lands | had never seen, the lands of the People, as
she called them—of mountains taller than the clouds, and the black sea, and forests older than
Time,and...and...

But there had been more, and it was the more that he knew had been im-portant. She said she
was sending me as a ... a gift? A gift? How could he be a gift, unless the Qar ate humans? She
sent me to . . . Saqgri, he remembered, that was the name. Someone of importance and power
named Sagri, who had been sleeping but would awaken soon into a world that had moved
far-ther into defeat. Whatever that might mean. Like any dream, it had begun to fade. Except
for the fairy-woman's eyes, her predatory eyes, watchful and knowing, bright as a hunting
hawk's, but with ageless depths—what he might have imagined the eyes of a goddess to look
like, when he had still believed in such things.

But if I don't believe in the gods and their stories, he asked himself, then what is all this
around me? What has happened to me if | haven't been god-struck like the ones in the old
stories, like laris and Zakkas and the rest of the oracles? Like Soteros who flew up to the
palace of Perin on top of Mount Xandos and saw the gods in their home?

Barrick realized that he had found, if not answers, a kind of peace with his predicament.
Reasoning in the way his father would have had helped him. He looked at Gyir now and saw
something fearful but not terrifying, a creature both like and unlike himself. They had spoken
with their minds and hearts. He had felt the faceless Qar's angers and joys as he talked about
his homeland and about the war with the humans, and had almost felt he understood him—
surely that could not all have been lies. Could someone be both a bitter enemy and a friend?
Barrick felt sleep stealing over him again and let his eyes fall shut. Whether they were friends
or enemies, as long as the Qar woman's en-chantment drove Barrick on he and the Gyir the
Storm Lantern must at least be allies. He had to trust in that much or he would go mad for
certain.

With a last few flicks of his spur Ferras Vansen finished currying his horse, then bent to strap
the spur back on. The one good thing about this cursed, soggy weather was that the beast
seemed to pick up few brambles, although its tail was a knotted mess. He paused, eyeing the
strange dark steed that had carried Prince Barrick away from the battle. The fairy-horse
looked back at him, the eyes a single, milky gleam. The creature seemed unnaturally aware,
its calm not that of indifference but of superiority. Vansen sniffed and turned away, shamed to
be feeling such resentment toward a dumb brute.

"Gyir says the horse's name is Dragonfly."

Barrick’s words made Vansen jump. He had not realized the prince was so close. "He told you
that?"

"Of course. Just because you can't hear him doesn't mean he's not speaking."

Ferras Vansen did not doubt that the fairy-man spoke without words— he had felt a bit of it
himself—but admitting it seemed the first step on a journey he did not wish to begin.
"Dragonfly, then. As you wish."

"He belonged to someone named Four Sunsets—at least that's what Gyir says the name
meant." Barrick frowned, trying to get things right. There were moments when, the subject of



his conversation aside, he seemed like any ordinary lad of his age. "Four Sunsets was Killed in
the bat-tle. The battle with . .. our folk." Barrick smiled tightly with relief: he had got it right.

Chilled, Vansen could not help wondering what it was he had been tempted to say instead.
Does he have to struggle to remember he's not one of them? He shook his head. This was the
puzzle the gods had set for him he could only pray for strength and do his best. "Well, he is a
fine enough horse, 1 suppose, for what he is—which is a fairy-bred monster."

"Faster than anything we'll ever ride again,” said Barrick, still boyish. "Gyir says they are
raised in great fields called the Meadows of the Moon."

"Don't know how they would know of the moon or anything else in the sky," said Vansen,
looking up. "And it's got worse now, the sky's so dark with smoke." Their progress had been
slowed to a walk—they led their horses now more often than they rode them. VVansen had
hated the eternal twilight but he longed for it now. It seemed, however, that he was fated to
realize such things only after it was too late.

Skurn hopped into the road to smash a snail against a stone embedded in the mud. The raven
pulled out his meal and swallowed it down, then turned his dark, shiny eye on Vansen. "Shall
us ride, then, Master?" Skurn shot an uneasy look at Barrick, who was staring at the raven
with his usual disdain. "If us hasn't spoken out of turn, like."

"You seem in good cheer," Vansen said, still not quite accustomed to talking with a bird
"Broke us's fast most lovesomely this morning with a dead frog what had just begun to swell

Vansen waved his hand to forestall the description. "Yes, but I thought you were afraid of
where we were going. Why have you changed?"

Skurn bobbed his head. "Because we go away, now, not toward, Master. This new road leads
us away from Northmarch and Jack Chain's lands. 'Twas all us ever wanted."

Vansen felt a little better to hear that. If it had not been for the contin-ual dreary, ashy rain,
the lightless sky, and the fact that he knew he'd be spending another day's thankless journey
surrounded by madmen and monsters out of dire legend, finishing with a bed on the cold,
lumpy ground and a few bitter roots to gnaw, he might have been cheerful, too.

It was almost impossible to choose Skurn's single most annoying trait, but certainly high on
the pile was the fact that unless something had terri-fied the bird into silence, he talked
incessantly. Relieved by their new di-rection, the raven yammered on throughout the day,
loudly at first, then more quietly after Vansen threatened to drag him on a rope behind the

hone, naming trees and bushes and sharing other obscure bits of woodlore, and going on at
great length about the wonderful tilings to eat that could be found on all sides—an urpsome
subject that VVansen throttled shortly after being told how lovely it was to guzzle baby birds
whole out of a nest.

"Can you not just stop?" he snarled at last. "Close your beak and just sit silently, for the
Trigon's sake, and let me think."

"But us can't sit quiet, Master." Skurn squatted, holding his beak in the air in a way Vansen
had learned was meant to suggest he was suffering— either that or he was fouling the saddle,
one of his other charming traits. "You see, it is riding on this horse that has us so squirmsome,
and when us talks not, us squirms more and the horse takes it ill. You have seen him star-tle
up, have you not?"

Vansen had. Twice today already, Skurn had done something to make the horse balk and
almost throw them. Vansen couldn't blame his mount: Skurn had trouble holding on, and
when he lost his balance he sank in his talons, and if he happened to be off the saddle and on
the horse's neck at the time, no matter.



Skyfather Perin, | beg you to save me, Vansen prayed. Save me from everything you have
given me. | doubt | am strong enough, great lord. Aloud he said, "Then tell me something
more useful than how to catch and eat yon hairy spiders, for | will not be doing that even if
starvation has me in its grip."

"Shall us tell tha one story, then? To make time slip more easy, eh?"

"Tell me about the one you called Crooked, or this Jack Chain you are so frightened of. What
is he? And the others, Night Men and suchlike."

"Ah, no, Master, no. No talk of Jack, not so close still to his lands, nor of Night Men—too
shiversome. But us can tell you a little of the one us called Crooked. Those are mighty stories,
and all know them—even my folk, from nestlings to high-bough weavers. Shall us speak on
that?"

"I suppose so. But not too loudly, and try to sit still. | don't want to find myself in a ditch with
my horse running away into the forest."

"Well, then." Skurn nodded his head, closed his tiny eyes, rocked slowly against the saddle
horn.

"Here he came," the raven began in a cracked, crooning voice that seemed half song, "tumble-
dum, tumble-dum, crooked as lightning, but slow as the earth rolling over, all restless in her
sleep. He limped, do you see? Though just a child then, he came through the great long war
fighting at his father's side, and were struck a great blow near the end of it by the Sky Man,

so that ever after, when it healed, one pin he had longer than the other. Was even captured,
then, by Stone Man and his brothers, and they took away from him summat which they
shouldn't have, but still he would not tell them where his father's secret house was hid.

Later on, when his father and his mother was both taken away from him, and all his cousins
and brothers and sisters were sent away to the sky lands, still he lived on in the world's lands
because none of the three great brothers feared him. They mocked him, calling him Crooked,
and that was his name always after.

Still, here he came through the world, tumble-dum, tumble-dum, one leg the shorter, and
everywhere he went was mocked by those that had won, the brothers and their kin, although
they were glad enough to have the things he made, the clever things he made.

So clever he was that when he lost his left hand in the forge fire he made another from ivory,
more nimble even than the one he'd been born with, and when he touched pizen with his right
hand and it withered away he made himself a new one from bronze, strong as any hand could
ever be. Still they mocked him, called him not just Crooked but also No-Man because of what
they themselves had taken from him, but, aye, they did covet the things he could make. For
Sky Man he made a great iron hammer, heavier and grander than even his war hammer of old,
and it could smash a mountain flat or knock a hole in the great gates of Stone Man's house, as
it did once when the two brothers quarreled. He also made the great shield of the moon for her
what had took his father's place, and for Night her necklace of stars, Water Man's spear what
could split a mighty whalefish like a knife splits an apple, and a spear for Stone Man, too, and
many other wonderful things, swords and cups and mirrors what had the Old Strength in
them, the might of the earliest days.

But he did not always know the very greatest secrets, and in fact when first he was become
the servant of the brothers whom had vanquished his people, though he was clever beyond
saying, still he had much to learn. And this is how he learned some of it.

So here he came on this day, tumble-dum, tumble-dum, one leg shorter, walking like a ship in
a rolling sea, wandering far from the city of the broth-ers because it plagued him and pained
him to have to speak always respect—fully to his family's conquerors. As he walked down the
road through a narrow, shadowed valley, the which was fenced with high mountains on either



side, he came upon a little old woman sitting in the middle of the path, an ancient widow
woman such as could be seen in any village of the people, dry and

gnarled as a stick. He paused, did (brooked, and then lie says to her, "Move, please, old
woman. | would pass.” But the old woman did not move and did not reply, neither.

"Move," he says again, without so much courtesy this time. "I am strong and angry inside
myself like a great storm, but | would rather not do you harm." Still she did not speak, nor
even look at him.

"Old woman," he says, and his voice was now loud enough to make the valley rumble, so that
stones broke loose from the walls and rolled down to the bottom, breaking trees as a person
would break broomstraws, "I tell you for the last time. Move! | wish to pass."

At last she looked up at him and says, "'l am old and weary and the day is hot. If you will
bring me water to slake my thirst, I will move out of your way, great lord."

Crooked was not pleased, but he wasn't mannerless, and the woman was in truth very, very
old, so he went to the stream beside the road and filled his hands and brought it back to her.
When she had drunk it down, she shook her head.

"It does not touch my thirst. I must have more."

Crooked took a great boulder and with his hand of bronze he hollowed it into a mighty cup.
When he had filled it in the stream he brought it back to her, and it was so heavy, when he set
it down it made the ground jump. Still, the old woman lifted it with one hand and drained it,
then shook her head. "More," she says. "My mouth is still as dry as the fields of dust before
the Stone Man's palace."

Marveling, but angry, too, at how his journey had been halted and bollixed, Crooked went to
the stream and tore up its bed, pointing it so that all the water flowed toward the old woman.
But she only opened her mouth and swal-lowed it all down, so that within a short time the
stream itself ran dry, and all the trees of the valley went dry and lifeless.

"More," she says. "Are you so useless that you cannot even help an old woman to slake her
thirst?"

"I do not know how you do those tricks," he says, and he was so angry that his banished
uncle’s fire was a-dancing in his eyes, turning them bright as suns, pushing back the very
shadows that covered the valley, "but | will not be courteous any more. Already | must carry
the load of shame from my family's defeat, must | also be thwarted by an old peasant woman?
Get out of my way or | will pick you up and hurl you out of the road."

"I go nowhere until I have finished what | am doing,"” the crone says.

Crooked sprang forward and grabbed the old woman with his hand of

ivory, but as hard as he pulled he could not lift her. "Then he grabbed her with his other hand
as well, the mighty hand of bronze which its strength WAS be-yond strength, but still he
could not move her. He threw both his arms around her and heaved until he thought his heart
would burst in his chest but he could not move her one inch.

Down he threw himself in the road beside her and said, "Old woman, you have defeated me
where a hundred strong men could not. | give myself into your power, to be killed, enslaved,
or ransomed as you see fit."

At this the old woman threw back her head and laughed. "Still you do not know me!" she
says. "Still you do not recognize your own great-grandmother!"

He looked at her in amazement. "What does this mean?"

"Just as | said. | am Emptiness, and your father was one of my grand-children.You could
pour all the oceans of the world into me and still not fill me, because Emptiness cannot be
filled. You could bring every creature of the world and still not lift me, because Emptiness
cannot be moved. Why did you not go around me?"



Crooked got to his knees but bowed low, touching his forehead to the ground in the sign of
the Dying Flower. "Honored Grandmother, you sit in the middle of a narrow road. There was
no way to go around you and I did not wish to turn back."”

"There is always a way to go around, if you only pass through my sover-eign lands," she told
him. "Come, child, and | will teach you how to travel in the lands of Emptiness, which stand
beside everything and are in every place, as close as a thought, as invisible as a prayer."

And so she did. When Crooked was finished he again bowed his head low to his great-
grandmother and promised her a mighty gift someday in return, then he went on his way,
thinking of his new knowledge, and of revenge on those whom had wronged him."

It was strange, but VVansen was wondering if being lost again behind the Shadowline was not
stealing his wits. Even after the raven's harsh voice had fallen silent VVansen could feel words
in his head, as though someone was muttering just out of earshot.

"Foolishness,” Barrick said after a long pause. "Gyir says the bird's tale is foolishness."

"All true it is, on our nest, us swears it." Skurn sounded more than a lit-tle irked.

"Gyir says that it is impossible that the one you call Crooked would not

know his great grandmother, who was the mother of all the Early Ones. It is a foolish raven
story, he says, told from between two leaves."

"What does that mean?" asked Vansen.

"from where a raven sits, in a tree,” Barrick explained."We might say it is like groundlings
discussing the deeds of princes."

Vansen stared for a moment, wondering if he were being insulted, too, but Barrick Eddon’s
look was bland. "The fairy talks in your head, yes?" VVansen asks. "You can hear him as
though he spoke to your ears?"

"Yes. Much of the time. When | can understand the ideas. Why?"

"Because a moment ago | thought I heard it. Felt it. I don't know the words, Highness. A
tickling, almost, like a fly crawling in my head."

"Let us hope for your sake that you did indeed sense some of Gyir's thoughts, Captain
Vansen. Because there are other things behind the Shad-owline, as you doubtless already
know, that you would not want crawling around in your head, or anywhere else on you."
Will you tell me now who this Jack Chain is that the raven has been prattling about? Barrick
asked Gyir. And the Longskulls? And the things he called Night Men?

You are better not knowing most of that. The fairy-man's speech was grow-ing more and
more like ordinary talk in Barrick's head. It was hard to re-member sometimes that they were
not speaking aloud. They are all grim creatures. The Night Men are those my folk call the
Dreamless. They live far from here, in their city called Sleep. Be grateful for that.

| am a prince, Barrick told him, stung. | was not raised to let other people do my worrying for
me.

He could feel a small burst of resigned frustration from Gyir, something as wordless as a puff
of air. "Jack Chain™ is a rendering of his name into the com-mon tongue, he explained.
Jikuyin he is called among our folk. He is one of the old, old ones—a lesser kin to the gods.
The one in the bird's story, Emptiness, she was his mother, or so | was told. In the earliest
days there were many like him, so many that for a long time the gods let them do what they
would and take pieces of this earth for their own, to rule as they saw fit, as long as they gave
the gods their honor and tribute.

The gods? You mean the Trigon—Erivor and Perin and the rest? They're truly real? Not just
stories?

Of course they are real, Gyir told him. More real than you and /, and that is the problem. Now
be quiet for a moment and let me listen to something,



Barrick couldn't help wondering exactly what "be quiet” was supposed to mean to someone
who wasn't talking out loud. Was he supposed to slop thinking, too?

There is nothing to fear, Gyir said at last, fust the sounds that should be heard at this time, in
this place.

But you're worried, aren't you? It was painful to ask, painful even to con-sider. He was still
uncertain how he felt about the fairy, but in these few short days he had grown used to the
idea of Gyir as a reliable guide, some-one who truly knew and belonged in this bizarre land.
Anyone who knew what | know and did not worry would be a fool. Gyir's thoughts were
solemn. Not all lands under the Mantle are ruled from Qul-na-Qar, and many who live in
them hate the king and queen and the rest of the . . . People. One word was a meaningless blur
of idea-sounds.

What? What people? | don't understand.

Those like myself and like my mistress. Can you understand the idea of High Ones better? |
mean the ruling tribes, those who are still close to the look of the earliest days, when your
kind and the People were not so different. As if without witting thought, his hand crept up to
the tight drumskin of his empty face. Many of the more changed have grown to hate those
who look similar to the mortals—as though we High Ones had not also changed, and far more
than any of them could understand! But our changes are not on the outside. He dropped his
hand. Not usually.

Barrick shook his head, so beset by not-quite-understandable ideas that he almost felt the need
to swat them away like gnats. Were . . . were you mor-tals once? Your people?

We Qar are mortal, unlike the gods, Gyir told him with a touch of dry amusement. But if you
mean were we like your folk, I think a better answer is that your folk—who long ago followed
ours into these lands you think of as the whole world—your folk have stayed much as they
were in their earliest days walking this world. But we have not. We have changed in many,
many ways.

Changed how? Why?

The why is easy enough, said Gyir. The gods changed us. By the Tiles, child, do your people
really know so little of us?

Barrick shook his head. We only know that your people hate us. Or so we were taught.

You were not taught wrongly.

Gyir's thoughts had a grim, steely feel Barrick had not sensed before. For

the first time since they had begun this conversation he was reminded of now different Gyir
was—not just his viewpoint, but his entire way of being. Now Marriek could feel the fairy-
warrior's tension and anger throbbing like muf=fled drums behind the unspoken but still
recognizable words, and he realized that what the faceless creature was thinking of so fiercely
was about slaugh-tering Barrick's own folk and how happily he, Gyir, had put his hand to it.
Very few of my people would not gladly die with their teeth locked in the throat of one of
your kind, boy—sunlanders, as we call you since our retreat under the Mantle. Startled by the
force of Gyir's thought, Barrick turned to look back at the fairy. He had the uncomfortable
feeling that if the Storm Lantern had anything like a proper mouth, he would have grinned
hugely. But do not be. frightened, little cousin. You have been singled out by the Lady
Yasammez herself. No harm will come to you—at least not from me.

In the days they had traveled together, Barrick had tried to winkle in—formation about the one
called Yasammez, with little success. Much of what Barrick did not know the faceless Qar
thought too obvious for ex-planation, and the rest was full of Qar concepts that did not make
words in Barrick's head but only smeary ideas. Yasammez was powerful and old, that was
clear, but Barrick could have guessed that just from his own muddled memories, the bits of
her that still seemed to drape his mind like spider-webs. She also seemed to be in the middle



of some kind of conflict between the fairy rulers Gyir thought of as king and queen, although
even these concepts were far from straightforward—they all seemed to have many names and
many titles, and some of them seemed to him oddly contradic—tory: Barrick had felt Gyir
think of the king as recently crowned, but also as ageless, as blind but all-seeing.

It was hard enough just to understand the simple things. You were going to tell me about fack
Chain. Jikuyin. Is he really a god?

No, no. He is a child of the gods, though. Not like | am, or you are, or any think-ing creature
is—a child of great power. His kind were mostly spawned by the con—-gress of the gods and
other, older beings. The gods walk the earth no more—that is the first reason we are living the
Long Defeat—but a few demigods such asjikuyin apparently still remain.

Barrick took a deep breath, frustrated again. They had left the over-grown road hours ago
because it had been blocked by a fallen tree, and had wandered far afield before they had
spotted the road again, now on the far side of a rough, fast-moving stream. They were trying
to make their way back to it on something that was closer to a deer track; the rains had

stopped, but the trees were wet, and it had occurred to Barrick several times that every branch
that smacked him in the face was one that did not hit Gyir, who rode behind him. | don't
understand any of that. | just want to know what this Jack Chain is and why he worries you.
Why is the bird still so frightened} Aren't we going away from Northmarch where he lives?
Yes, butjikuyin is a Power, and like any of his kind, he rules a broad territory. I think among
your people there are bandit lords like that, who respect no master but their own strength, yes?
There used to be. Barrick at first was thinking of the infamous Gray Com-panies, but then he
remembered the adventurer who held their father even now—Ludis Drakava, the so-called
Lord Protector of Hierosol. Yes, we have people like that.

So. That isjikuyin. As the bird said, he has made the ruined sunlander city of Northmarch his
own, although it was ours before it was yours—it is an old place.

The Qar lived in Northmarch?

So I am told. It was long before my time. There are certain places of power, and people are
drawn to them, places like . . . Here another strange concept bounced uselessly in Barrick's
head, a shadowy image of light the subtle gold of a falcon's eye gleaming from deep
underwater, all muddled with something that was bright, piercing blue and as tangled and
twined as a grapevine. In the old days all the Children of Stone lived there in peace, and their
roads ran beneath the ground in all directions—some say as far as the castle where you were
born . .. Gyir's words suddenly changed, insofar as Barrick was able to tell, the voice in his
head growing suddenly cautious, withdrawn. But all that does not matter. The simple tale is
this—we are skirting Jikuyin's lair as widely as we can.

But what about those . . . things that the bird said would be hunting us—Night Men and
Longskulls...?

Gyir was dismissive. / do not fear the Longskulls, not if I am armed. And no Dreamless, |
think, would be willing servants tojikuyin—surely the world has not changed so much. They
have their own lands and their own purposes . . .

The Dreamless—Barrick shivered at the name. Will we have to cross their lands, too? he
asked.

At some point, all who go to Qul-na-Qar, the great knife of the People, the city of black
towers, must cross their lands. For a moment, there was something al-most like kindness in
Gyir's thoughts—almost, but not quite. But don't fear, boy. Many survive the journey. He
considered for a moment; when he spoke again, his thoughts were somber. Of course, none of
your kind has yet tried it.

A Little Hard Work



The three children Oneyna birthed were Zmeos, the Horned Serpent, his

brother Khors Moonlord, and their sister Zuriyal, who was called Merciless. And for long no
one knew these three existed. But Sveros was a

tyrannical ruler, and his true sons Perin, Erivor, and Kernios made

compact to dethrone him. They fought courageously against him and threw

him down, and then returned him to the Void of Unbeing.

—from The Beginnings of Things The Book of the Trigon

THE SKIES OVER HIEROSOL were bright on this mild winter day, clouds piled high and
white as the snowfall on the distant sum-mit of Mount Sarissa and its neighbors. The
thousand sails in the huge Harbor of Nektarios seemed a reflection of those clouds, as if the
bay were a great green mirror.

The small inspector's boat that had tied up beside the much larger trad—ing vessel now cast
free, the rowers ferrying the petty official back to the the harbor master's office in the
labyrinth of buildings behind the high east-ern harbor wall where all legitimate business of
the mighty port was trans-acted (and a great deal of its shadier workings, too). The trading
ship, having duly submitted to the official's inspection—a rather cursory one, noted Daikonas
Vo—was now free to move toward its designated harbor slip.

Vo did not think much of the harbor master's defenses against smug-gling, and thought it
likely that the lackey's visit had been more about the

ceremonial exchange of bribes for permits than any actual search for con-traband, but he
could not help admiring the city's fortifications. Hierosol's eastern peninsula, which contained
most of the anchorage, was as formida-ble as its reputation suggested, the seawalls ten times
the height of a man, studded with gunports and bristling with cannon like the quills of a
por-cupine. On the far side of the Kulloan Strait stood the Finger, a narrow strip of land with
its own heavy fortifications. Modern planners, reexamining the walls in this new age of
cannonfire, had realized that if a determined attack should overthrow the much more thinly
defended areas along the Finger, the heart of Hierosol would then be vulnerable to the
citadel's own guns. Thus, they had mounted smaller guns in those forts on the western side of
the isthmus facing the city—cannons which could reach the middle of the strait, well within
the compass of the eastern guns, but could not themselves reach the eastern wall.

Vo respected that in his cold way, as he respected most types of careful planning. If, as
rumors suggested, Autarch Sulepis truly intended a conquest of Hierosol, Xis' ancient rival,
the Golden One would have hard work laid out before him.

Still, it would be interesting—a problem well worth the time and trou-ble, even without the
rich reward of plunder, not to mention the choke hold a successful conqueror of Hierosol
would gain on vast Lake Strivothos, the still mighty (and wealthy) kingdom of Syan, and the
rest of the interior of Eion. Perhaps, Vo mused, after his own project was successfully
con-cluded he might find himself moving higher in the circles of the autarch's advisers. Yes,
it would be a grand entertainment to devote adequate time and attention to cracking open
Hierosol's mighty walls like a nut, exposing all the frail, human flesh within to the mercies of
the autarch's armies, es—pecially Vo's own comrades, the White Hounds. If such a day came
the Hounds would bloody their muzzles well, there was no doubt about that. Vo did not think
particularly highly of the cleverness of his fellow Perikalese mercenaries but he had a deep
respect for their essential hunger for combat. They were well-named: you could kennel them
for years, but when you let them out, they struck like red Nature.

As he thought about it he could almost smell blood in the salty air, and for a moment the
seagulls' shrill cries seemed the lamentation of bereaved women. Daikonas Vo felt a thrill of
anticipation, like a child being taken to the fair.



His belongings in a seabag slung across his shoulder, Vo gave the trading ship's captain a
farewell nod as he stepped onto the gangplank. The captain, flush with the pride of a man
about to unload a full cargo hold, returned the gesture with magisterial condescension.

The merchant captain had proved to be a garrulous fool, and for that Vo was grateful. During
their conversations on the eight-day crossing from Xis to Hierosol he had told Vo so much
about his fellow captain Axamis Dorza that he had saved Vo days of work, without ever once
wondering why this low-level servant of the palace (for so Daikonas Vo had presented
himself) should be asking all those questions. In ordinary circumstances Vo would have found
it hard to resist killing the captain and throwing him overboard— the man talked with his
mouth full as he ate, for one thing, and dribbled bits of food onto his beard and clothes, and he
had an even more annoying habit of saying, "I swear it, by the red-hot doors of the house of
Nushash!" a dozen times or so in every conversation—but Vo was not going to com-plicate
his mission. The memory of the autarch's cousin spewing blood and writhing helplessly on the
floor was very much with him.

Daikonas Vo did not know whether he believed in the gods or not. He certainly did not much
care whether they existed—if they did, their inter-est and involvement in human life was so
capricious as to be, ultimately, no different in effect than pure chance. What he did believe in
was Daikonas Vo: his own subtle pleasures and displeasures made up the whole of his
cos—mos. He did not want that cosmos to come to an early end. A world with-out Daikonas
Vo at the center of it could not exist.

Very few people looked at him as he made his way along the busy har-bor front, and those
who did scarcely seemed able to see him, as though he were not fully visible. That was in part
because of his outward appearance, which, because of his Perikalese ancestry, was similar to
many of the folk he passed. He was also slight in build, or at least appeared that way, not
short, but certainly not tall. Mostly, though, eyes slid off him because Daikonas Vo wanted it
that way. He had discovered the trick of stillness when he was young, when first his father
and then later his mother's other male friends had stormed through the house, drunk and
angry, or his mother had played out her own shrieking madness; the trick had been to become
so calm, so invisible, that all the rage blew past him like a thunder-storm while he lay
sheltered in the secret cove of his own silence.

The passersby might not look at him, but Vo looked at them. He was a

spy by nature, curious in a mildly contemptuous way as always about crea-tures that seemed
to him like another species from himself, things that wore their emotions as openly as their
clothes, faces that reflected fear and anger and something he had come to recognize as joy,
although he could not connect it to his own more abstract pleasures. They were like apes,
these ordinary folk, carrying on their private lives in the full sight of anyone with eyes to see,
the adults as uncontrolled in their bleatings and grimaces as the children. In this regard the
Hierosolines around him now were barely dif-ferent from the people of Xis, who did at least
have the sense to clothe the revealing nakedness of their wives and daughters from foot to
crown, al-though not for the reason Vo would have done so. Here in Hierosol the women
seemed to dress any way they chose, some decently modest in loose robes and veils or scarves
that covered their heads and part of their faces, but some nearly as shameless as the men, with
necks, shoulders, legs, and most especially their faces exposed for all to see. Vo had seen
women naked, of course, and many times at that. Like his fellow Perikalese mercenaries he
had visited the brothels outside the palace's Lily Gate many times, although in his case it had
been mostly because not to do so would have attracted attention, and Vo hated attention even
more than he disliked pain. He had used some of the women as they chose to be used, but



after the first time, when the oddness of the experience had some value in itself, it had meant
little to him. He understood that copulation was a great motivator of mankind and perhaps
even womankind as well, but to him it seemed only another ape trick, different from eating
and defecating only because it could not be practiced solitarily, but required company.

Vo paused, his attention returned to the ships moving placidly in the gentle tides of the bay,
tied up alongside the quay like so many great cows in a barn. That one, there, with the lean
bow like the snout of a hunting animal: that must be the one he sought. The name painted in
sweeping Xixian characters was unfamiliar, but anyone could change a name. It was less easy
to hide the shape of a ship as swift as Jeddin's.

Daikonas Vo approached the gangway and looked up to the nearly empty deck. It could be
that Dorza, her captain, was not here. If that was so, he would ask some questions and Dorza
would be found. He felt con—fident that he could get everything else he needed from Axamis
Dorza himself. It was an impossibly long coincidence that the captain should sail out from Xis
in the disgraced Jeddin's own ship on the very night of both the Leopard captain's arrest and
the disappearance of Vo's quarry. Captain

Jeddin, despite torments that, had impressed even Vo, had denied any in volveinenl with the
girl Qinnitan, but his denial seemed suspicious in it=self: why would a man watching his own
fingers and toes being torn loose from his body protect a girl he barely knew instead of
assenting to anything the inquisitors seemed to want to hear? It certainly did not correspond
with Vo's thorough experience of humanity in its final extremes.

He shouldered his bag and walked up the gangplank of the ship that had been the Morning
Star of Kirous, whistling an old Perikalese work song his father used to sing while beating
him.

Since Dorza had thrown her out, it had taken Qinnitan several days and many inquiries to find
this woman, the laundry mistress. In the mean-time, she had found herself in a situation she
had never imagined in all her life, sleeping rough in the alleys of Hierosol, eating only what
the mute boy Pigeon could steal. It could have been worse, but Pigeon had proved
surprisingly adept at pilfering. From what Qinnitan could grasp of his story, he had not been
fed well in the autarch's palace and he and the other young slaves had been forced to
supplement their meager fare with thievery.

The citadel's laundry was huge, a vast space that had once perhaps been a trader's warehouse,
but which now was filled not with cedar wood and spices but tubs of steaming water, dozens
of them—the room, Qinnitan marveled, must exist in a permanent fog. Every tub had two or
three women leaning over it, and scores more women and young boys were car-rying buckets
from the great cauldron set in the floor at the center of the room, which was kept continually
bubbling by a fire in the basement. As Qinnitan watched, one of the girls slopped water over
the edge of a bucket onto herself and then collapsed to the ground, shrieking. A woman of
mid-dle years, impressively thick-limbed but not fat, came over to examine the hurt girl, then
gave her a cuff on the head and sent her off with two other washwomen before directing a
third to take the bucket which the injured girl had somehow miraculously not dropped. The
big woman stood with her hands on her hips and watched the wounded soldier being helped
off the battlefield, her expression that of someone who knows that the gods have no other
occupation but to fill her life with petty annoyances.

Qinnitan gestured for Pigeon to wait by the doorway. The laundry-

mistress watched her approach, scowling at this clear sign that her day was about to be
unfairly interrupted again.
"What do you want?" she said in flat, unfriendly Hierosoline.



Qinnitan made a little bow, not entirely for show: up close, the woman was quite amazingly
large and her sun-darkened skin made her seem some thing carved out of wood, a statue or a
ship of war or something else wor-thy of deferential approach. "You . . . Soryaza are?" she
asked, aware that her Hierosoline was barbarous.

"Yes, | am, and | am a busy woman. What do you want?"

"You . . .from Xis? Speak Xis?"

"For the love of the gods," the woman grumbled, and then switched to Xixian. "Yes, | speak
the tongue, although it's been years since | lived in the cursed place. What do you want?"
Qinnitan took a deep breath, one obstacle passed. "'l am very sorry to bother you, Mistress
Soryaza. | know you are an important person, with all this . . ." She spread her hands to
indicate the sea of washing-tubs.

Soryaza wasn't so easily flattered. "Yes?"

"I ... I have lost my father and my mother." Qinnitan had prepared the story carefully. "When
my mother died of the coughing fever last summer, my father decided to bring me and my
brother back here to Hierosol. But on the ship he too caught a fever and I nursed him for
several months be—fore he died.” She cast her eyes down. "I have nowhere to go, and no
rela-tives here or in Xis who will take me and my brother in."”

Soryaza raised an eyebrow. "Brother? Are you sure you do not mean a lover? Tell the truth,
girl."

Qinnitan pointed to Pigeon. The child stood by the door with his eyes wide, looking as though
he might flee at a sudden loud noise. "There. He cannot speak but he is a good boy."

"All right, brother it is. But what in the gods' names could this possibly have to do with me?"
Soryaza was already wiping her hands on her volu=minous apron, like someone who is
finished with something and about to move on to the next task.

This was the risky part. "I ... | heard you were once a Hive Sister."”

Both eyebrows rose. "Did you? And what do you know of such things?"

"I was one myself-—an acolyte. But when my mother was dying | left the Hive to help her.
They would have let me come back, I'm certain, but my father wanted me here in Hierosol,
his home." She let a little of the very real tension and fear mount up from inside her, where
she had kept it care-

fully bottled for so long. Her voice quivered and her eyes filled with tears. "And now my
brother and | must sleep in the alleyways by the harbor, and men ... mentry..."

Soryaza's brown face softened a little, but only a little. "Who was the high priestess when you
were there? Tell me, girl, and quickly."

"Rugan."

"Ah, yes. | remember when she was merely a priestess, but she had a head on her shoulders.”
She nodded. "Do the priests still come into the Hive every morning to collect the sacred
honey?"

Qinnitan stared, surprised by such a strange, illogical question. Had things changed so much
since this woman's days as a priestess? Then she realized she was still being tested. "No,
Mistress Soryaza," she said carefully. "The priests never come in.... except for a few Favored
who tend the altar of Nushash, that is. No true men do. And the honey only goes to the priests
twice a year." The amount sent in the winter ceremony was slight, only enough taken from the
jars covered with holy seals to symbolize the light of the magnificent, holy sun that would
survive the cold months and re-turn again. Then, in summer, the high priestess herself and
her four Carri-ers always took the wagon filled with jars of sacred honey to the high priest of
Nushash during the important ceremony of Queening, when the new hives were begun and the
weariest of the old hives were sacrificed to the flames. The high priest took that honey and
presented it to the autarch, or so it was told: Qinnitan and the other acolytes never saw any of



the cere-monies that took place outside the Hive, even one so important as the de-livery of
the god's honey.

"And the Oracle?"

"Mudri, Mistress. She spoke to me once." But that was telling more than she needed to.
Fortunately, Soryaza didn't seem to notice.

"Ah, Mudri, was it? Hands of Surigali, she was there when | was a girl and she was old then."
"They say she has outlived four autarchs.”

"The gods bless her and keep her, then. One autarch was enough for me, and now | hear
there's a new one who means even less good than his father."

Qinnitan flinched at this casual blasphemy, so trained was she in the decorous and unthinking
autarch-praise of the Seclusion. Still, she thought, I could tell her things about this autarch
that would freeze her blood. She felt a small thrill of power even as the memories brought a
rush of fear. She had

survived—she, Qinnitan, had escaped. Had any other wife ever left the Seclusion except in a
casket?

"Well, then, | believe your story, child,” Soryaza said. "I will find work for you. You can
sleep with the other girls, those who live here—some stay nights with their families. But you
will work, I promise you! Harder than you've ever done. The Hive is a dream of paradise
compared to the palace laundries."

"What about my ... my brother?"

Soryaza regarded the boy sourly. He straightened up in an effort to look useful, even though
from such a distance he could have no idea what was being discussed. "Is he clean? Does he
have decent habits—or has he been allowed to run wild like most simpleminded children?"
"He's not simpleminded, Mistress, just mute. In truth, he's very clever, and he will work
hard."

"Hmmmph. We'll see. I suppose | can find a few things for an able child to turn his hand to."
"You are very kind, Mistress Soryaza. Thank you so much. We won't give you any cause to
regret ..."

"I have regrets enough already,” the laundry-mistress said. "More if you don't stop chattering.
Go with Yazi—the one with the red arms, there. She's a southerner, too. She'll show you what
to do.” She turned to leave, then stopped and looked Qinnitan over, a disconcertingly shrewd
appraisal. "There's more than you're telling me, of course. | can hear from your way of
speaking, though, that the part about the Hive is true. No poor girl gets a place there, and no
poor girl ever spoke like you. You'll have to learn to talk proper Hierosoline, though—-you
can't get away with Xixian here, someone will knock your head in. They don't care much for
the autarch in this city."”

"I will, Mistress!"

"What's your name?"

Qinnitan s mouth fell open. With all the talk about the Hive, she had forgotten the false name
she had chosen, and now it had vanished as though it had never existed. In a stretching instant
that seemed hours, her mind flit-ted wildly from one woman's name to another, her sisters
Ashretan and Cheryazi, her friend Duny, even Arimone the autarch's paramount wife, but then
lighted on that of a girl who actually had left the Hive, an older acolyte whom Qinnitan had
envied and admired.

"Nira!" she said. "Nira. My name is Nira."

"Your name must he ‘addled,’ girl, if it takes you so long to remember. Go now, and I kid
better not catch you standing around with your mouth hanging open—everyone works here."
"Thank you again, Mistress. You have done . . ."



But Soryaza had already turned her back on Qinnitan and was on her way across the steaming
laundry floor, off to deal with whatever practical joke rude Fate would next set in her path.
Axamis Dorza, sensing something wrong when no one responded to his greeting, came
through the door with surprising delicacy for a big man. The captain seemed to have some
idea of the pantomime Vo had prepared for him, but though he was obviously a clearheaded
fellow and not to be underestimated, his eyes still grew wide when he saw the blood on the
floor. When he in turn observed Dorza's heavily muscled arms, Vo took his blade back a few
finger-widths from the boy's throat: he didn't want things happening too quickly. If he had to
kill the boy he'd lose much of his lever—age; if he had to kill Captain Dorza before he could
be made to speak, the entire day's careful work would be wasted.

"What are you doing?" Axamis Dorza said hoarsely. "What do you want?"

"A few words. Some friendly conversation." Vo slowly moved the blade back until its needle-
sharp tip touched the boy's convulsing throat. "So let us all move slowly. If you tell me what |
need to know I will not harm the boy. Your son?"

"Nikos . . ." Dorza waved weakly. "Let him go. You cannot want any-thing from him. "

"Ah, but | can and do. | want him beside me while you answer my questions."

The captain's eyes darted away from his captive child, scanning the rooms for other bandits.
Daikonas Vo could all but hear the man's thoughts: Surely so confident a criminal as this one
must have confederates. There were no confederates, of course, which was how Vo liked it,
but it also forced cau-tion. Dorza was a head taller than him; if Vo hurt the boy the captain
would be on him like a mad bear.

Vo wanted to head off the next problem too—anything to keep the man calm as long as
possible. Any moment now he would notice the body crumpled on the floor just behind the
door. Better simply to tell him.

"I have bad news for you, Captain Dorza. Your wife is dead. She caught me by surprise. | did
not know she was in the house. She was a brave one, it must be said. She tried to kill me with
that club—a belaying pin, I think you sailors call it? So | had to kill her. I am sorry. I did not
wish to do it but it is done, and ... ah, ah, careful ... if you let anger get the best of you the boy
will die, too."

"Tedora . .. !" Dorza looked around frantically, at last saw the blood-soaked shape behind the
door. "You. .. you demon!" he shouted at VVo. "Nushash burn you, I'll send you to hell! His
eyes, red with tears, widened again. "The other children .. . !"

"Are under the bed. They are safe.” Daikonas Vo prodded gently with his long blade at the
boy's gorge, eliciting a squeal of fear. "Now speak to me or this one dies, too. You carried a
young woman on your ship. Some say she was Guard Captain Jeddin's mistress. Where is she
now?"

"I'll break you ... I"

"Where is she?" He pulled the boy's chin back until it seemed the skin of his throat, downy
with his first beard, might part without even the touch of the blade.

"I don't know, curse you! She stayed here with us but I threw her out when | found out what
she was!"

"Liar." He pinked the boy just enough to make a drop of blood grow, wobble, then slide down
into the neck of his shirt.

"It's true! She came to me with a note from Jeddin, saying to bring her here to Hierosol where
he would meet us. I did not know she was the autarch's wife!"

"And you didn't know Jeddin was a traitor? You are surprisingly igno-rant for a veteran
captain.”

"I didn't know anything until we arrived here. She hid it from me. She came with orders to
leave that evening—the very evening when . .. when Jeddin was arrested."



"I do not think I like your answer. | think | will take one of the boy's eyes out and then we will
try again."

"By the gods, | swear | have told you all I know! It was only a few days ago that I threw her
out—she is doubtless still in the city! You can find her!"

"Did she know anyone here?"

"I don't think so. That was why she stayed with me—she and the child had nowhere else."

"A child? She had a child?"

"Not hers, he W;IS too old. A little mute boy her servant, | think.” The captain ran his thick
fingers through his beard. Though it was evening, and eool, his face was running with sweat.
"And that is all I know. Here, even if you kill my son | can tell you nothing more, I swear on
the blood of Nushash! On the autarch's head!"

"Swearing by the ruler you betrayed? Not a good choice of oaths, I think." Daikonas Vo
experimentally lifted his blade until it hovered just a fingernail's breadth from the boy's eye,
but the captain only wept. It seemed he truly had nothing more to say.

"Very well..." Vo began, then, with a fluidity learned only through long practice, snapped the
knife across the room into Axamis Dorza's throat. A good trick, Vo thought, but bad when
you miss. The man's hands flew to his neck, eyes wide with surprise. Gurgling, he sank to his
knees.

"It had to be," Vo said. "Be glad | give you a quick death, Captain. You would not have liked
to find yourself in the hands of the autarch's special craftsmen."

Shrieking like a much younger child, the boy suddenly began to thrash in Daikonas Vo's
arms, trying to break away. Vo cursed his own inattentiveness— he had let his grip loosen
when he threw the knife—but quickly managed to get the boy's arm twisted behind his back
again. He turned him then, put a boot in his backside, and shoved the youth's head so hard
into the table that the whole mass of oak tipped and turned. The boy was stunned but not
dead. He lay bloody-headed in the broken crockery, weeping.

An instant later Vo was himself upended and knocked to the ground, a huge, red-smeared
thing atop him like an angry mastiff. Dorza had not bled out as fast as Vo had thought he
would, a misjudgment he was regretting already. Something smashed hard against his head, a
blow he only partially managed to deflect with his forearm, and then the bloody face was right
above his, eyes goggling with final rage and madness. Vo rolled so that he was on his side,
then his hand went down his leg and another dagger came out of his boot. A moment later it
was beneath the captain’s ribs, and the man's bulk was jerking and stiffening even as Vo held
him fast—as intimate as lovemaking, but somehow less distasteful. When the movement
stopped, Vo rolled the corpse off and stood, wondering how he would get all the blood off his
jerkin.

The boy was still on the floor, but he had drawn himself up onto his hands and knees, head
wagging like an old dog's, blood drizzling down the side of his face.

"Someday .. ." he said, "someday I'll find you . . . and kill you."

"Ah ... Nikos, was it?" Vo wiped his dagger on the captain’s shirt inline returning it to his
boot, then tugged the other one loose from the gristle of the dead man's throat. "I doubt it. |
don't leave enemies behind me, so there won't be a someday, you see.” He took a few steps
forward. Before the boy could pull away Daikonas Vo had his hair gripped tight, then slashed
him beneath the throat like a pig held for slaughter.

Only now, as the boy wriggled in the spreading pool of red, did Vo hear the muffled sobbing
of the children under the mattress, doing their best to be quiet but—understandably, given the
circumstances—failing. He heaved up the heavy mass of the table and threw it on top of the
pallet, then poured lantern oil on the floor and splashed it on the walls. He took a smoldering



stick from the oven and tossed it over his shoulder as he went out the door. Flames had
already begun to lick up the walls inside the house as he .walked, swiftly but without obvious
hurry, down the steep hill road.

So there's a child with her, he thought. One of the boy-eunuchs had dis—appeared from the
Seclusion on the same night, but that escape had been linked only to the traitorous Favored
Luian, not the girl he sought: Vo, like everyone else, assumed the boy had taken advantage of
the confusion to run away, and now he was displeased with himself for making such an
obvious but unwarranted assumption.

Well, if the child's with her, it will make them that much easier to find. He could see yellow
light gleaming fitfully on the roofs of the houses he was passing, which meant that up the hill
the captain's house must be burning well. Too bad about the children. He had nothing against
children partic-ularly, but he wanted no one knowing what he had questioned the captain
about.

Yes, this might not be too difficult after all, he thought with satisfaction. Hiersol was full of
girls and young women, but how many of them were traveling with a mute boy? Tracking
down his quarry would be only a matter of time and effort, and Daikonas Vo had never been
afraid of a lit-tle hard work.

12

Two Yisti Knives

When Zhafaris the Prince of Evening came to his manhood he became lord of all the gods. He
took many wives, but highest among them were his nieces Ugeni and Shusayem, and | tell
truth when | say they were as alike as two tamarind seeds. Soon both were heavy with the
children of Zhafaris, but Ugeni was frightened and hid her children away, so that no one knew
they had been born. However, Shusayem, her sister, brought forth her own children, Argal,
Efiyal, and Xergal, and called them the heirs of Zhafaris.

—from The Revelations of Nushash, Book One

BRIONY SUPPOSED IT WAS POSSIBLE for a person to feel more exhausted than she did
at this moment, dirtier, more sodden with sweat, and less ladylike, but she could not quite
imagine it. | wanted to be treated like a boy, didn't I? At the moment she was sitting on the
ground sucking air, watching Shaso drink from a jar of watered wine. The old man had
recovered some of his old bowstring-taut muscle during the days upon days they had been
practicing; the sinews of his forearms writhed like snakes as he lifted the heavy jar. I didn't
want to be forced to wear confining dresses, or to be treated like a fragile blossom. Well, I've
got my wish.

Thank you, Zoria, she prayed with only the smallest tinge of irony. Every day you teach me
something new.

"Are you ready?" Shaso demanded, wiping his bearded mouth with the back of his hand.
After keeping himself shaved and carefully trimmed all Briony's life he had now let his
whiskers and hair grow wild, and looked

more than ever like some ancient oracle, the kind that had sailed across the sea on rafts to
found the gods' temples when Hierosol was little more than a fishing village.

She groaned and sat up. No doubt the old oracles had been just as hard minded as Shaso. It
explained a lot. "Ready, | suppose."

"You have learned much,” he said when she was standing again. "But wooden sticks are poor
weapons in many ways, and there are tricks that can only be learned with a true blade." He
squatted down and unfolded the leather bundle from which he had withdrawn the wooden



dowels each day. Inside it lay four more objects, each wrapped in its own piece of oiled
leather. "The first day we came here," Shaso said, "I asked the boon of Effir dan-Mozan that |
could choose among some of his trade goods. These were the best pieces he had." He flipped
open the wrappings, revealing four daggers, one pair larger than the other. The larger had
curved crosspieces, the smaller barely any crosspieces at all. "They are Sanian steel, of
excellent quality."

Her hand stole toward the knives, but stopped. "Sanian?"

"Sania is a country in the west of Xand. The Yisti metalworkers there are of Funderling stock,
and make weapons that all Xandians covet. These four would cost you the price of a pair of
warhorses."

"That much?"

"Yisti weapons are said to be charmed." He reached down and took one of the larger daggers
in his big hand, balancing it on his palm. He pointed at the simple, elegant hilt. "Polished
tortoiseshell," he said. "Sacred to their god."

"Are they really magic?"

He looked up at her with amusement in his eyes. *"No weapon can make a fighter out of a
clumsy dolt, but a fine piece of steel will do what its wielder needs it to do. If it saves your
life or takes the life from another, that is as powerful a magic as you could hope for, do you
not think?"

Briony was a little breathless, and having taciturn Shaso turn poetic on her did not help. She
reached out her finger and traced the length of one of the smaller, needle-sharp daggers.
"Beautiful.”

"And deadly." He picked up two of the knives, one large and one small, then took out their
sheaths as well, hard, tanned leather with cords that could be tied around a waist or a leg. He
scabbarded the two blades, then used the cords to secure the sheaths to the daggers' hilts. "Do
that with yours, t0o," he said. "That way, we will not cut off any of each other's im-portant
parts as we work."

They worked for another hour at least as the sun slid down behind the walls and the courtyard
filled with soothing shadows. Briony, who had thought she could not lift her arm one more
time, instead found herself re-vived by the fascination of sparring with actual blades, of the
weight and balance of them, the new shapes they made in her hand. She was delighted to find
she could block Shaso's own blade with the crosshaft of her larger knife and then disarm him
with no more than a flick of the wrist. When she had managed the trick a few times, he
showed her how to move in below that sudden flick with the small knife, stabbing underneath
her op—-ponent's arm. It was strangely intimate, and as the point of the leather-clad blade
bounced against his rib she pulled back, suddenly queasy. For the first time she truly felt what
she was doing, learning how to stab someone to death, to cut skin and pierce eyes, to let out a
man's guts while she stared him in the face.

The old man looked at her for a long moment. "Yes, you must get close to kill with a knife—-
close enough to kiss, almost. Umeyana, the blood-kiss, we call it. It takes courage. If you fail
to land a deadly blow your enemy will be able to grab and hold. Most will be bigger than
you." He frowned, then sank to his knees and began putting his blades back in their oilcloth
wrap-ping. "That is enough for today. You have done well, Highness."

She tried to hand him the knives she had been using but he shook his head. "They are yours,
Princess. From now on, | do not want you apart from them. Examine your clothes and find
places you can keep them and then draw them without snagging. Many a soldier has died with
his knife or sword-hilt caught in his belt, useless."

"They . .. they're mine?"



He nodded, eyes cold and bright. "The responsibility for one's own safety is no gift," he said.
"It is much more pleasant to be a child and let someone else bear the burden. But you do not
have that luxury anymore, Briony Eddon. You lost that with your castle.”

That stung. For a moment she thought he was being intentionally cruel to her, humbling her
further so she would be easier for him to mold. Then she realized that he meant every word he
said: Briony, offspring of a royal family, was used to people who gave gifts with the idea of
being remem-bered and needed—to make themselves indispensable. Shaso was giving her
the only kind of gift he trusted, one that would make her better able to sur-vive without
Shaso's own help. He wanted to be unnecessary.

"Thank you," she said.

"Go now and get something to eat.” Suddenly lie would not meet her eye. "It has been a long
day's exercise."

Strange, stubborn, sour old man! The only way he knows how to show low is by teaching me
how to kill people.

The thought arrested her, and she stopped to watch the Tuani walk away. It is love, she
thought. /t must be. And after all we did to him.

She sat in the growing twilight for some time, thinking.

"How well do you know Lord Shaso?" she asked Idite. As much as she had been offended at
first by not eating with the men of the house, she had come to enjoy these quiet evenings with
the hadar's female inhabitants. She still could not speak the women's tongue and doubted she
ever would, but some of the others beside Idite had proved able to speak Briony's once they
had got over their initial shyness.

"Oh, not at all, Briony-zisaya." Idite always made the name sound like a child's counting
game, one-two-three, one-two-three. "l have never met him before you came to our door
twelve nights ago.”

"But you speak of him as though you had known him all your life."

"It is true that | have, in some ways." Idite allowed a delicate frown to crease her lips as she
considered. One of the young women whispered a translation to the others. "He is as famous
as any man who ever lived, ex-cept for of course the Great Tuan, his cousin. | mean the old
Great Tuan, of course. Where his eldest son is, the new Tuan, no one knows. He escaped
before the autarch's armies reached Nyoru, and some say he is hiding in the desert, waiting to
return and lift the autarch's cruel hand from our home-land. But he has waited a long time
already.” She forced a little laugh. "But listen to me, talking and talking and saying nothing,
croaking like an ibis. Lord Shaso's name is known to every Tuani, his deeds spoken of around
the cooking-fire. People still argue over Shaso's Choice, of course—so much so that the old
Tuan made it a crime to discuss it, because people died from the arguments."

Briony shook her head. "Shaso's ... choice?"

"Yes." Idite turned to the other women and said something in Tuani— Briony could make out
Shaso's name. The women all nodded solemnly, some saying, "sesa, sesa,” which Briony had
come to learn meant "yes, yes."

It was strange to think of Shaso as someone who had his own history— his own legends,
even, although she had known that in his day he had been

a much respected warrior."What choice, Idite? 1 mean, surely you can talk of n now without
breaking the law. lie's only a few rooms away."

Idite laughed."l was thinking of Tuan. There is no law here in Marrins-walk." In her accented
speech it became "Mah-reens-00-woke," an exotic name that for a moment made it seem an
exotic place to Briony, too. "But there is custom, and sometimes that is as strong as law. His
choice was to honor the vow he made on the battlefield, to a foreign king, to leave his country



and live in exile. Even when the Autarch of Xis attacked us, Shaso was not allowed to return
and defend us. Some say that without his strong hand, without the fear he made when he led
our armies, the Great Tuan had no chance against Xis."

It took Briony a moment to understand. "You're talking about how he came to serve my
father? How he came to Southmarch?"

"Yes, of course—I almost forget.” Idite lifted her hands in a gesture of embarrassment. "You
are the daughter of Olin,"—"Aw-leen™ was how she rendered it. "I meant no offense."”

"I'm not offended, I'm just .. . tell me. Tell me about it."

"But . . . you must know all, yourself."

"Not what it meant to your people.” It was Briony's turn to feel shamed. "I've never thought
much about Shaso's life before now. Of course, that's in part because he's so closemouthed.
Until a few months ago, I didn't even know he had a daughter."

"Ah, yes, Hanede." Idite shook her head. "Very sad."

"I was told she died because . . . because Dawet ruined her. Made love to her and then
deserted her. Is that true?"

Idite looked a little alarmed. Some of the other women, bored or con—-fused by the long
stretch of conversation in Briony's tongue, seemed to beg for translation. Idite waved them to
silence. "I do not know the facts—I am only a merchant's wife and it is not for me to speak of
noble ones like the Dan-Heza and the Dan-Faar. They are above me like stars—Ilike you are
yourself, Lady."

"Huh. I'm not above you or anyone. I've been wearing borrowed clothes for nearly a month.
At the moment I'm just grateful you've taken me into your house."

"No, it is our honor, Briony-zisaya!'

"Do ... do your people hate my father? For what he did to Shaso?"

Idite eyed her, the soft brown eyes full of shrewd intelligence. "1 will

speak honestly with you, Princess, because | believe you truly wish it. Yes, many of my
people hated your father, but as with most things, it has more complicatedness—
complication?—than that. Some respected him lor lon ing his own nobles to spare Shaso's
life, but making a servant out of the Dan-Heza still was seen as dishonorable. Giving him land
and honors, that was surprising, and many thought your father a very wise man, but then the
people were furious that Shaso was not allowed to come back and fight against the old autarch
(may he have to cross each of the seven hells twice!). These are things much discussed among
our folk even now, and your fa-ther is seen as both hero and villain.” Idite bowed her head. "I
hope | have not offended.”

"No. No, not at all.” Briony was overwhelmed. She had been painfully reminded again how
little she knew about Shaso despite his importance to both her father and herself, and she was
just as ignorant about many oth-ers who had been her helpers and guardians and advisers.
Avin Brone, Chaven, old Nynor the castellan—what did she know about any of them beyond
the obvious? How had she dared to think of herself as a ruler for even one moment?

"You seem sad, my lady." Idite waved for one of the younger women to refill their guest's cup
with flower-scented tea—Briony had not developed a taste for the Tuani's gawa as yet and she
doubted she ever would. "I have said too much."

"You've made me think, that's all. Surely that's nothing to apologize for." Briony took a
breath. "Sometimes we don't see the shape of things until we're a long way away, do we?"

"If I had learned that at your age," said Idite, "I would have been on the road to deep wisdom
instead of becoming the foolish old woman that I am."

Briony ignored Idite's ritualized self-deprecation. "But all the wisdom of the world can't take
you back to change a mistake you've already made, can it?"



"There." Idite smiled. "That is another step down the road. Now drink your tea and let us talk
of happier things. Fanu and her sister have a song they will sing for you."

Briony woke on her thirteenth day in the house of the Dan-Mozan to find the women's
quarters bustling. She had still not developed the habit of rising as early as the others—they
seemed to get out of bed before the sun

WAS above the horizon but even so she was surprised by the degree of activity.

"All, she awake!" cried pretty young Fanu, and then added something in the i'uani tongue;
Briony thought she recognized Idite's name in the fast slur of sounds.

Briony began sluggishly to pull off her nightdress so she could don her own garments, but the
women gathered around her, waving their hands and laughing.

"Don't do!" said Fanu. "Later. For Idite wait."”

Briony was grateful that she was at least allowed to wash her face and scrape her teeth clean
before Idite arrived. The older woman was beautifully dressed in a robe of spotless white silk
with a fringed girdle of deep red.

"They won't let me dress,"” Briony complained, shamed by Idite's splen—did clothes and
feeling more than ever that she was too large and too pale for this household.

"That is because we will dress you," Idite explained. "Today is a special day, and special care
must be taken, especially for you, Uriony-zisaya!'

"Why? Is someone getting married?"

Idite laughed and repeated her remark. The other young women gig-gled. Idite had explained
to Briony that most of them were the daughters of other well-to-do families, that they were
not Effir's wives but closer to the ladies-in-waiting of Briony's own court. Only a few were
true servants, and some, like Fanu, were relatives of Idite or her husband. Although Effir dan-
Mozan was not a Tuani noble, not in the sense Briony understood it, it was clear that he was
an important man and this was an important house=hold, a fine place to send a daughter to
learn from a respected woman like Idite.

"No, no one is to be married. Today is Godsday, and just as you go to your temple, so do we.
"But you didn't take me the last time." She remembered well the long morning she had spent
on her own in the women's quarters, wishing she had something to read or even some sewing
with which to occupy herself, much as she disliked it.

"Nor will we take you this time," Idite said kindly, patting Briony's hand. "You would be
welcome, but you are a stranger to the Great Mother and Dan-Mozan my husband says it
would be wrong to teach you the rituals, since you are a guest."

"So why do | have to dress in a special way?"

"Because afterward we are going out to the town," said Idite. The women behind her all
murmured and smiled. "You have not been outside the walls of the hadar since you came. My
husband thought you deserved to go outside today with the rest of us."

She was not certain she liked the word "deserved," which made her feci like a child or a
prisoner, but she was excited at the thought of seeing something other than the inside of the
merchant's house. A cautious thought occurred to her. "And Lord Shaso . .. ? He says it is
allowed?"

"He is coming, t0o."

"But how can | go out? My face is well-known, at least to some . .."

"Ah, that is why we must begin to work on you now, king's daughter.” Idite smiled with
mischievous pleasure. "You will see!"

By the time the sun had crept above the walls and morning had truly come, Briony sat alone
in the women's quarters waiting for the others to return from their prayers, which were
apparently led by a Tuani priest who came to the hadar and held forth in the courtyard. She



lifted the beautiful little lotus mirror Idite had placed in her hands, wondering at the changes
the women had made. Briony's skin, fair and freckled, at least in summer-time, had been
covered all over in powdery light brown paint from one of Idite's pots, so that she was now
only a shade or two paler than Shaso him=self. Her eyes had been heavily lined with kohl, her
golden hair pulled back so that not a wisp of it showed beneath the tight-fitting white hood.
Only her eyes had not changed, the green she had shared with her brother Kendrick as pale as
Akaris jade. Idite and the other women had laughed at the contrast, saying that her eyes in that
dark skin made her look like a Xix-ian witch, that she needed only flame-colored hair to
complete the picture. This had made her think of redling Barrick, and to her horror she had
sud-denly found herself weeping, at which point everything had stopped while her eyes and
cheeks were dabbed dry and repairs were made. The kohl had to be reapplied completely. As
she looked in the mirror now, Briony saw a black spot of it that had dripped from her jaw to
her wrist, and she dabbed it away.

Where was he? Where was her brother now?

For a moment a wave of such pure pain washed over her that she could barely breathe and she
had to squeeze her eyes tightly shut. Every kindness that the people of this house did her only
made her feel more lost, the life she knew farther away. She could live without the throne of
Southmarch,

even without Southmarch itself, strange and lonely as that: was to contem-plate, but if she
could not ever see her father or her brother again she felt sure she would die.

Barrick, where are you? Where have you gone? Are you safe? Do you ever think of me?
Suddenly, prodded by something she could not understand, could barely feel, she opened her
eyes. There, hovering in the mirror behind her own sorrowing features like the bottom of a
pond seen through reflections on its surface, was her twin's death-pale face, eyes closed. His
arms lay across his chest and his wrists were chained.

"Barrick!" she shrieked, but a moment later he was gone; only her own, now-alien face looked
back. I'm going mad, she thought, staring at the hor-rified, dark-skinned stranger in the
mirror, and again began to weep, this time with no thought for the painstaking work of Idite
and the other women.

As they wound their way through the narrow streets of Landers Port, Briony, a little recovered
but still shaken, was surprised by how nice it was merely to be in the chill open air. Still,
despite her mummer's paint and head-to-toe garb, she felt almost naked being out among
strangers, and every time she noticed someone looking at her she had to fight an urge to turn
and hurry back to the shelter of the merchant's house. For the first time she really felt what
Shaso had said so many times: if the wrong person saw her, it could mean her death. She kept
her head down as much as she could, but after so long inside it was hard not to look around a
little.

Many other people were out walking, most of them heading in the same direction as Briony's
party, and the numbers grew as their small procession wound down toward the seafront. Most
seemed to be Xandians, dressed in similar fashion to the merchant's family, the women in
long robes, hoods, and veils, the men's pale garb made festive by long vests in bright colors,
sparkling with gold thread. Effir dan-Mozan was at the front of their own little company,
nodding gravely to other robed men, and even to a few workaday Marrinswalk folk who
called greetings to him. His nephew Tal-ibo walked behind him but in front of the women,
head held high like a shepherd with a flock of prize sheep. Even Shaso had come, although he
hid his features under high neck-scarf and a four-cornered Tuani hat pulled low over his eyes.

The women, with Briony at their center to keep her as far as possible from curious stares, her
disguise notwithstanding, followed in a whispering, laughing crowd. This, as far as Briony



could tell, was the one day they were always allowed out of the house, and despite the
presence of the important men of the household, they seemed as confident and cheerful as
they did in the privacy of the women's quarters.

Landers Port seemed bigger than Briony remembered—not that she had found much chance
to examine it when she'd arrived after dark, exhausted and hungry and dripping wet. It was set
on a hillside by a wide, shallow bay. A walled manor house and a gray stone temple watched
over it all from the hill's crest. Shaso had told her that the manor belonged to a baron named
lomer, whom she had apparently met but did not remember, a stout land=holder with more
interest in his fruit trees and pigs than in life at South-march court, which perhaps explained
his relative anonymity.

The poor part of town, of which the Dan-Mozan house was one of the few jewels, was located
on the south side of the hill near the base, far from the ocean and far from the manor. Thus
they did not climb now or de-scend on this journey so much as they made their way around
the bulk of the hill. Since the rich lived high and the poor lived low, as in so many other
towns in the March Kingdoms, they passed not from poor neighbor-hoods to wealthy ones,
but from the part of town where the poor had mostly dark skin, or had the Skimmer cast, to
places where poverty wore a skin as pale as Briony's own.

Or as pale as mine before they put all this paint on me, at least.

It was interesting and a little disturbing to be stared at for once, not for who she was—
something she had grown used to over the years but was never fond of—but because she was
traveling in a group of brown-skinned folk. Some people looked only with curiosity, but
others, for no reason Briony could tell, stared with unhidden loathing. A few drunken men
even leaned out of their doors to shout after them, but seemed to lose interest when they saw
the knives on the Tuani men's belts.

Briony found it surprisingly hard to be glared at by people she did not know, although she
was clever enough to understand it was the other side of the coin from all those folk who had
cheered her and showered bless-ings on her only because she was part of King Olin's
privileged family. But, other side of the coin or not, it was one thing to be loved by strangers,
most definitely another to be hated by them.

So this is how it has been for Shaso as long as he's been here. She could make

nothing of the thought just now, with so much happening around Iter, but she folded it like a
letter and put it away to be examined later.

Soon, as the narrow road wound between the close-leaning houses, nearing the waterfront,
Briony discovered that they were seeing more brown faces again and more wide-eyed,
closemouthed Skimmer folk. The smell of the bay also grew stronger, a slightly spoiled tang
that seemed to flavor every breath, every thought. She wondered if she would ever again cross
the wide waters of Brenn's Bay to return home openly and safely, whether her family would
ever be together again. Seeing Barrick in the mirror that way had frightened her—was it an
omen? Were the gods try-ing to tell her something? But she knew that people sometimes
dreamed of things that worried them, and whether the gods had sent her this wak-ing dream
or not; it was certain that Barrick and his fate were the things that most worried her.

They reached a row of ramshackle warehouse buildings along a canal that emptied into
Brenn's Bay, the bay itself visible only a stone's throw away between buildings, the masts of
at least a dozen ships tilting gently just beyond the rooftops.

Effir dan-Mozan led them in through the doorway of one of the larger structures. Once
through, Briony saw it was not a warehouse at all: the first room was long and low, but the
walls were covered with beautiful tapes—tries in unfamiliar designs—»birds and deer and trees
of strange shape. A man even smaller and rounder than Effir stood in the center of the room,



his arms spread wide, his bearded face stretched by a broad smile. “Ziya Dan-Mozan! You
and your family grace my humble place of business!"

"You do me too much honor, Baddara," the merchant replied with a small bow.

"Come, come, | have saved the best room for you." Baddara took Dan-Mozan s hand and led
him toward a door at the back of the room, gestic-ulating broadly and talking rapidly of ships
and the price of gawa. The rest of the merchant's household followed.

Briony had edged up beside Shaso. "Why is he speaking our language?"

"Because he is not Tuani," the old man growled. "He is from Sania, and they speak a different
language there. On the southern continent, Xixian and Mihanni are the tongues everyone
shares. Here it is yours."

They were led through a large room filled with tables, many of them oc—cupied by men in
both southern and northern dress, several of whom greeted Effir dan-Mozan with obvious
respect; just as obvious was his easy

acceptance of their deference. Shaso, on the other hand, kept his head down, meeting no one's
gaze, and Briony suddenly remembered that she, with her un-Tuani eyes, should most
certainly be doing the same. Maddara led them to a private room whose walls were covered
by more hangings, hunting scenes and boating scenes on shimmery fabrics done in a style
Briony did not recognize. The little man shouted orders to several older bearded men who
were clearly meant to serve the guests; then, after an-other elaborate bow, he hurried out.
Although the room was theirs alone, Briony noticed with some irrita—tion that the Tuani
notion of propriety was still present: she and the other women were seated at one end of the
table, the men at the other, with an empty seat between the groups on each side. Still, it was a
chance to see something other than the inside walls of the hadar, and she did her best to enjoy
the change. The tapestries at least were beautiful to look at, many of them ornately decorated
with thread of what looked like real gold, all of them woven with elaborate attention to color
and detail—in fact, the tap—estries were so compelling that she did not notice for some time
that the room had no windows. The woven pictures themselves seemed to look out onto
scenes far more soothing and uplifting than anything she could have seen in this small
seaport.

Baddara's servers brought in several courses, pieces of fruit with a creamy sauce for dipping,
and bread, cheese, and salted meats. The women and men both drank wine, although Briony
suspected from the separate pitchers and the weak character of what was in her cup that the
women's was more heavily watered. Watered or not, the combination of wine and unusual
freedom cheered her companions immensely, and although they spoke in low voices there
seemed to be a greater than usual amount of joking and giggling between the women,
especially Fanu and the other young ones.

Meanwhile, as the courses came and went, men both of Xand and Eion wandered in from the
rooms outside to engage in what looked like re-spectful audiences with Effir dan-Mozan,
some clearly seafaring folk, others in the fine robes of merchants or bankers. Briony could see
that although Shaso spoke to no one and did his best to be inconspicuous, he was listen-ing
carefully. She wondered how Dan-Mozan introduced him—as a rela-tive? A stranger?
Another merchant? And she wondered even more at what these men were saying. It was
infuriating to have to sit here this way, amid this flock of ignored women, while important
things about the state of the kingdom were doubtless being discussed.

If Shaso was paying close attention to the merchant's conversations, Dan-Mozans nephew was
not. In fact, Talibo appeared more interested in Briony, watching her with a fixation that
unnerved her. At first she did her best to avoid his gaze, looking away whenever she caught
him glanc-ing her direction, but after a while the liberty he was taking began to annoy her.



He was a child, practically—a handsome, stupid child! What right did he have to stare at her,
and even more important, why should she feel compelled to look away? It touched her on the
memory of Hen-don Tolly humiliating her in front of her own court; it made the old in-jury
sting all over again.

The next time she caught Tal looking at her she stared back coolly until at last it was the
youth who looked away, his cheeks darkening with what she hoped was embarrassment or
even shame.

Insolent boy. For a moment she found herself angry with everyone in the room, Shaso, Dan-
Mozan, Idite, the other women, all of them. She was a princess, an Eddon! Why must she hide
and skulk like a criminal? Why should she be grateful to people who were only doing their
duty? If the Tollys were the active agents of her misfortune, all those who did not rise up
against the usurpers and cast them out of Southmarch Castle, even these Tuani merchants,
were their passive collaborators. They were all guilty!

Now she was the one feeling her face grow hot, and she stared down at her bowl, trying to
compose herself. She should enjoy the meal— Baddara's kitchen was a good one, and many
of the dishes were pleasura-bly unfamiliar—instead of brooding.

She took a deep breath and looked up again, composing herself, and found to her immense
irritation that the merchant's nephew was looking at her again, his expression even more
unreadable than before.

Gods curse him, anyway, she thought sourly, blocking him from view with her lifted cup. And
curse all men, young or old. And curse the Tollys, of course— curse them a thousand times!
After the meal and their long walk back through town to the hadar, Briony was summoned to
talk with Shaso and Effir dan-Mozan. She joined them in the courtyard garden where only a
day before she had been trying to stick a real dagger—albeit with its blade wrapped in
leather—into Shaso dan-Heza's ribs. She thought of the Yisti knives hidden beneath her bet!
and felt a moment of guilt: Shaso had told her she should keep them with her. She hoped he
would not ask to see them. '

But where are you supposed to carry knives while wearing such ridiculous clothes—no belts,
billowing sleeves . . . ?

Shaso was standing, examining the quince tree as though he were an orchardman, but EfEr
dan-Mozan levered his small, round body out of his chair to greet her.

"Thank you for joining us, Princess Briony. We learned many things today and we knew you
would want to hear as soon as possible what was said."

"Thank you, Effr." She looked at Shaso, wondering if he had been less eager to share the
information than the merchant was suggesting: he had the look of a man who had eaten
something sour.

"First off, a company of soldiers from Southmarch have been asking questions in Landers
Port. They do not seem to have learned anything use—ful, however, and they moved on to
other towns a day or two ago, so that will be some relief to you, I think."

"Yes. Yes, it is." The day's outing had made her realize how little she liked being out where
people could see her, but she also knew she could not hide here in the merchant's house
forever.

"Also," Dan-Mozan said, "everyone who has come from the south seems to agree that the
autarch is pushing forward his shipbuilding at a great pace, which does make it seem as
though he plans an attack on Hierosol. Most of the other nations in Xand are already pacified,
and the strongest of those which resist him are in the mountainous regions to the south. There
would be little use of a great navy there."”

"But Hierosol . . . that is where my father is prisoner!"



"Of course, Highness." Dan-Mozan bowed as though acknowledging a sad but immutable
fact, some ancient tragedy. "Still, I do not think you should be overly worried. Autarch
Sulepis, even if he can put three hun—dred warships in the water, will not be able to overcome
Hierosol."

"Why do you say that?" She wanted to believe it. It was horrid to think of being stuck here
with Hierosol coming under attack. Foolish and prob-ably fatal as it would be, it was all she
could do these days not to steal a few days' worth of food and sneak out of the house, heading
southward.

"Because the walls of Hierosol are the strongest defense on either of the two continents. No
one has ever conquered them by force, not in almost two thousand years. And the
Hierosolines have a mighty fleet of their own."

"But for all that, Hieorsol has been conquered several times,” growled Shaso, who had been
silent until now, staring at the barren tree as though

he had never seen anything so fascinating. "By treachery, usually. And Sulepis has made
more than a few of his conquests that way-—have you for-gotten Talleno and Ulos?"

Effir dan-Mozan smiled and waved his hand as though swatting away the smallest of flying
insects. "No, and Ludis Drakava has not forgotten either, | promise you. Remember, his
followers can have no illusions about what comes in the wake of one of the autarch's
triumphs. The Ulosians who turned to Xis did not have that knowledge and they paid dearly
for it. Recall that Ludis and his men are interlopers, with no power except that which they
hold in the great city itself. Not one of the lord protector's followers will believe he can make
himself a better deal with Sulepis."

"Yes, but there are many that Ludis displaced, the old nobility of Hier-osol, who might think
precisely that.”

Again the merchant waved a dismissive hand. "We will bore Princess Briony with this talk.
She wants assurances and we give her debate.” He turned his sharp gaze onto her. "You have
my word, Highness. As the ora-cles teach us, only a fool says 'Forever,’ but | promise you
that the autarch will not take Hierosol this year or even next year. There is time enough to get
your father back."

Shaso muttered something, but Briony could not make out the words.

"What else did you learn today?" she asked. "Anything about my brother or Southmarch?"
"Nothing we did not already know, at least in general terms. The only thing of interest | heard
was that there is a new castellan at Southmarch— a man named Havemore."

Shaso cursed, but Briony did not recognize the name at first. "Hold—is that Brone's factor?"
She felt sudden anger boil through her. "If he has ap—pointed his own factor as castellan, then
Avin Brone must be prospering under the Tollys." Could the lord constable, one of her
father's oldest friends and closest advisers, have been with them all along? But if so, why had
he told her and Barrick about the contact between the autarch and Summerfield Court? "It is
all too confusing,” she said at last.

"Not so confusing, at least in one respect.” Shaso looked as though he wanted to swim back to
Southmarch and get his large hands around someone's neck. "Tirnan Havemore is well-
named. He has always been ambitious. If anyone would profit from the Tollys being in power,
he would."”

. * *

Shaso and Effir had gone in, and Briony had been left alone in the gar-den to mull over the
latest tidings from Southmarch and elsewhere, large and small. She paced slowly, pulling her
shawl close around her loose gar-ment. Havemore being made castellan and the Tollys'
liegeman Berkan Hood being made lord constable, those changes were not all that



surpris—ing, just evidence of Hendon tightening his fist on power. No one knew much about
Anissa, Briony's stepmother, and the new baby, but they had been seen, or at least Anissa and
a baby had been seen.

It's not as if Hendon Tolly even needs a real heir, Briony thought bitterly. The baby might
have died that night, for all anyone will ever know. As long as Anissa swears it's true, any
baby she claims is hers will be the heir, and the Tollys will protect the heir—which means the
Tollys will rule. 1t was especially bizarre to think that this child, if it was the real one, was her
own half brother.

A sudden pang touched her. Maybe he looks like Father, or like Kendrick or Barrick. For me,
that would be reason enough to protect him. For a moment she did not realize that she had
made another promise to herself and the gods, but she had. If that child is truly my father's,
then Zoria, hear me—/ will save him from the Tollys, too! He's an Eddon, after all. | won't let
him be their mask.

She was so deep in these thoughts that she had not noticed the man standing across the
courtyard from her, watching her in the growing twi-light gloom, until he began to move
toward her.

"You are thinking," said Talibo, the merchant's nephew. His curly hair was wet, combed close
against his head, and he wore a robe so clean and white it seemed to glow in the garden
shadows. "What do you think about, lady?"

She tried to suppress her anger. How was he to know she wished to be alone with her
thoughts? "Matters of my family."

"Ah, yes. Families are very important. All the wise men say this." He put his hand to his chin
in a gesture so transparently meant to look like a wise man's pondering that Briony actually
giggled. His eyes widened, then nar-rowed. "Why do you laugh?"

"Sorry. | thought of something funny, that's all. What brings you to the garden? | will be
happy to let you walk in peace—I should go join the other women for the evening meal."

He looked at her f'or a moment with something like defiance. "You do not want to go. Not
truly.”

"What?"

"You do not want to go. | know this. | saw you look at me."

She shook her head. He was using words, simple words in her own language, but he was not
making any sense to her at all. "What do you mean, Tal?"

"Do not call me that. That is a name for a child. | am Talibo dan-Mozan. You watch me. | see
you watch me."

"Watchyou...?"

"A woman does not look at a man so unless she is interested in him. No woman makes such
shameful eyes at a man if she does not want him."

Briony did not know whether to laugh again or to shout at him. He was mad! "You ... you
don't know what you're talking about. You were staring at me. You have been staring at me
since | came here."

"You are a handsome woman, for an Eioni.” He shrugged. "A girl, really. But still, not bad to
the eye."

"How dare you? How dare you talk to me like . . . like | was a serving wench!"

"You are only a woman and you have no husband to protect you. You cannot make eyes at
men, you know." He said this with the calm certainty of someone describing the weather.
"Other men would take advantage of you." He stepped forward, trying to pull her toward him,
first her hands, then—when she slapped his fingers away—moving even closer to put his arms
around her.



Zoria, save me! She was so astonished she almost could not fight. He was going to try to kiss
her! A small, sane part of her was glad she had left her knives behind, because at this moment
she would happily have stabbed him through the heart.

She fought him off, but it was difficult: he was pushing blindly forward, as though determined
on something he knew might be painful but needed to be done, and her own knees were weak
with surprise and even fear. She was terrified and did not entirely know why. He was a boy,
and Shaso and the others were only a few paces away—one shout and they would come to her
aid.

She got her arm free and slapped at him, missing his face but striking him hard against the
neck. He stopped in surprise, then began to step toward

her again but she used one of Shaso's holds to grab his arm and shove him to one side, then
she fled across the courtyard back toward the women's quarters, tears of rage and shame
making it hard to see.

"You will come to me," he called after her, no more shaken than if someone at the market had
rejected his first price. "You know that | am right." A moment later his last words came, now
with a hot edge of anger. "You will not make a fool of me!"

13

Messages

Why was it ordered so? Why should the entwining of two hearts'
melodies give birth to the destruction of the Firstborn and the
People, too? The oldest voices cannot say. When Crooked spoke of
it he called it "The Narrowing of the Way," and likened it to the
point of a blade, which cuts where it is sharpest and which cannot
shed blood without dividing Might Be from Is.

—from One Hundred Considerations out of the Qar's Book of Regret

CHAVEN SEEMED A LITTLE BETTER with the cup of hot blueroot tea in his bandaged
hands, but he was still shaking like a man with fever. "What is all this about?" Chert
demanded. "Your pardon, but you acted like a madman while we were in your house. What is
happening?” "No. No, I cannot tell you. | am ashamed."

"You owe us at least that much,” Chert said. "We have taken you in—you, a wanted fugitive.
If you are found here by the Tollys, we will all be thrown into the big folk’s stronghold. How
long do you think before one of our neigh-bors sees you? It has been nearly impossible,
sneaking you in and out by night.” "Chert, leave the man alone,” Opal growled at him,
although she too looked frightened: the physician and Chert had come through the door with
the harried look of two men chased by wolves. "It's not his fault he's fallen on the wrong side
of those dreadful people.”

. "Ah, but it is my fault that | trusted one | should not." Chaven took a shaky sip of tea."But
how could Okros know of it? That was the one thing I never showed him—never showed
anyone!"

"What is the one thing?" Chert had never seen the physician like this, trembling and weeping
like a small child—not even after his escape from death and the horrors of Queen Anissa's
chambers.

"Not so loud," Opal said, quietly but fiercely. "You'll wake the boy."



As if we did not have enough troubles already, Chert thought. Two of the big folk in my
house, one a grown man, both of them half mad. Just feeding them will kill us long before the
castle guards come for us. Not to mention the uncom-fortable and unfamiliar brightness of
having to burn lamps at all hours to make Chaven and his weak, uplander eyes more
comfortable. "You owe us some explanation, sir," Chert said stubbornly. "We are your
friends—and not the kind who have betrayed you."

"You are right, of course.” Chaven took another sip of tea and stared at the floor. "You have
risked your lives for me. Oh, | am wretched— wretched!"

Chert let out a hiss of air. He was losing his patience. Just before he got up in frustration and
walked out of the main room, Chaven raised one of his wounded hands.

"Peace, friend,” he said. "I will try to explain, although I think you will not care for me so
much once you have heard my story. Still, it would only be what | deserved . . ."

Chert sat down, shared a glance with Opal. She leaned forward and filled the physician's cup
with blueroot tea. "Speak, then." Despite his curiosity, Chert hoped it would not be a long
story. He had already been up half the night and was so weary he could barely keep his eyes
open.

"l have ... 1 had .. .an ... object. A mirror. You heard Okros talk of captromancy—a clumsy
word that means mirror-scrying. It is an art, an art with many depths and strange turnings, and
a long, mysterious history."

"Mirror-scrying?" Opal asked. "Do you mean reading fortunes?" She re=filled her own teacup
and put her elbows on the table, listening carefully.

"More than that—far more." Chaven sighed. "There is a book. You likely have not heard of it,
although in certain circles it is famous. Ximander's Book, it is called, but those who have seen
it say it is merely part of a larger work, something called The Book of Regret, which was
written by the fairy folk—the Qar, as they call themselves. Ximander was a mantis, a priest of
Kupilas the Healer in the old days of the Hierosoline Empire, and he is said

In have received die writings from a homeless wanderer who died in the temple."

Chert shifted impatiently. This might be the kind of thing that fascinated Chaven, but he was
having trouble making sense of it. "Yes? And this book taught you mirror-scrying?"

"I have never seen it—it has been lost for years. But my master, Kaspar | )yelos, had either
seen it or a copy of it when he was young—nhe would never tell me—and much of what he
taught me came from those infamous pages. Ximander's Book tells us that the gods gave us
three great gifts—fire, shouma, and mirror-wisdom . .."

"Shouma? What is that?"

"A drink—some call it the gods' nectar. It breeds visions, but sometimes madness or even
death, too. For centuries it was used in special ceremonies in the temples and palaces of Eion,
for those who wished to become closer to the gods. It is said that just as wine makes mortals
drunk, shouma makes the gods themselves drunk. It is so powerful that it is not used anymore,
or at least the priests of our modern day mix only the tiniest bit into their cer-emonial wine,
and some say that it is not the true, potent shouma anymore, that the knowledge of making
that has been lost. In the old days, many young priests used to die in shouma ecstasies at their
first investiture ..." He trailed off. "Forgive me. | have spent my life studying these things and
| for-get that not all are as interested as me."

"You were going to speak of mirrors,” Opal reminded him firmly. "That was what you said.
Mirrors."

"Yes, of course. And despite my seemingly wandering thoughts, that is the subject closest to
my heart just now. The last of the gods' great gifts— mirror-wisdom. Captromancy.

"I will not task you with listening to much mirror-lore. Much is what seems like mere
folktales, fairy stories to help the initiated remember com-plicated rituals—or at least so |



believe. But what cannot be argued is that with proper training and preparation mirrors can be
used hot for reflection of what is before them, but as portals—windows, certainly, and some
even claim as doors—to other worlds."

Chert shook his head. "What does that mean—other worlds? What other worlds?"

"In the old days," the physician said, "men thought that the gods lived here beside them, on
the earth. The peak of Mount Xandos was said to hold Perin's great fortress, and Kernios was
believed to live in the caverns

of the south, although I believe there are other strains of wisdom that claim he dwelt
somewhat closer, eh?" He gave Chert a significant gaze.

What does he mean? Does he know something of the Mysteries? Chert looked at Opal, but
she was watching the physician with a speculation Chert found unsettling, as if her mind was
awhirl with dangerous new thoughts. Hut why would Opal, Funderling Town's least flighty
person, the bedrock on which Chert had based his whole life, be so interested in this obscure
study of Chaven's?

"In later years," Chaven went on, "when brave or sacreligious men at last climbed cloud-
wreathed Xandos and found no trace of Perin's stronghold, new ideas arose. A wise man
named Phelsas in Hierosol began to talk of the Many Worlds, saying that the worlds of the
gods are both connected to anil separate from our own."

"What does that mean?" Chert demanded. "Connected but separate? That makes no sense."
"Don't interrupt, old man,"” said Opal. "He's trying to explain if you'd just listen."

Chaven Makaros looked a little shamefaced at being the cause of such discord. Despite living
in the house for several days he had not yet realized that this was Chert and Opal's way of
speaking, especially Opal's, a kind of mock harshness that did not disguise her true and much
warmer feelings— did not disguise them from Chert, at least, though outsiders might not
rec—ognize them.

"Have | spoken too much?" the physician asked. "It is late . . ."

"No, no." Chert waved for him to continue. "Opal is just reminding me that I'm a dunderhead.
Continue—I am fascinated. It is certainly the first time any of these subjects have been
discussed inside these walls."

"I know it is hard to understand,” said Chaven. "I spent years with my master studying this
and still do not altogether grasp it, and it is only one possible way of looking at the cosmos.
The School of Phelsas says that the mistake is in thinking of our world or the world of the
gods as solid things—as great masses of earth and stone. In truth, the Phelsaians suggest, the
worlds—and there are more than two, they claim, far more—are closer to water."

"But that makes no sense . . . I'"" Chert began, then Opal caught his eye. "Apologies. Please
continue."

"That does not mean the world is made of water,” Chaven explained. "Let me explain. Just off
the coast of my homeland Ulos in the south there

is a cold current that moves through the water cold enough to be loll with the hand, and even
of a slightly different color than the rest of the Hesperian Ocean. This cold current sweeps
down from the forbidden lands north ol Sctlland, rushes south past Perikal and the Ulosian
coast, then i tit ves back out to sea again, finally disappearing in the waters off the west-ern
coast of distant Xand. Does that water travel through a clay pipe, like a Hierosoline water-
channel bringing water hundreds of miles to the city? No. It passes through other water—it is
water itself-—abut it retains its char-acteristic chill and color.

"This, says the School of Phelsas, is the nature of the worlds, our world, the world of the
gods, and others. They touch, they flow through each other, but they retain that which makes
them what they are. They inhabit almost the same place, but they are not the same thing, and



most of the time there is no crossing over from one to another. Most of the time, one can-not
even perceive the other."

Chert shook his head. "Strange. But where do mirrors fit into this?"

For once in the conversation, Opal did not seem to find him a waste of breath. "Yes, please,
Doctor. What about the mirrors?"

Their guest shrugged in discomfort. Even after several days, it was still strange to see him
here in their front room. Chert knew that Chaven was not particularly large for one of the big
folk, but in this setting he loomed like a mountain. "You do not need to call me 'Doctor,’
Mistress Blue Quartz."

"Opal! Call me Opal."”

"Well. Chaven, then." He smiled a little. "Very well. Ximander's Book tells that mirror-lore is
the third great gift because it allows men to glimpse these other worlds that travel as close to
us as our own shadows. Just as an ordinary mirror bounces back the vision that is before it, so
too can a spe-cial mirror be constructed and employed that will send back visions of. . . other
places." He paused for a moment, as if considering what he was about to say very carefully. In
the silence, Opal spoke up.

"It has to be a .. . special mirror?"

"In most cases and for most mirror-scrying, yes." Chaven looked at her in surprise. "You have
heard something of this?"

"No, no." Opal shook her head. "Please go on. No, wait. Let me quickly look in on the boy."
She got up and left the room, leaving Chert and Chaven to sip their tea. The blueroot had
helped a little: Chert no longer felt as though he might fall onto his face at any moment.

Opal returned and Chaven took a breath. "As I said, | will not bore you with too much mirror-
lore, which is complicated and full of disputation-just learning and understanding some of the
disagreements between the Phelsaians and the Captrosophist Order in Tessis could take years.
And of course the Trigonate church has considered the whole science blasphe mous for
centuries. In bad times, men have burned for mirrors.” As he said this, Chaven faltered a little.
"Perhaps now | know why."

"What has your friend—your once-friend, | suppose—done to you, then?" Chert asked. "You
said he stole something of yours. Was it a mirror?"

"Ah, you see where | am going," Chaven said almost gratefully. "Yes, it was a very powerful,
very old mirror. One that | think was made carefully in ancient days to see, and even talk,
between worlds."

"Where did you get it?"

Chaven's look became even stranger, a mixture of shame and a sort of furtive, almost
criminal, hunger. "I ... I don't know. There, I have said it. / do not know. | have traveled much,
and | suppose | brought it back from one of my journeys, but with all the gods as my
witnesses, | cannot say for sure.”

"But if it is such a powerful thing ..." Chert began.

"I know! Do not task me with it. I told you | was ashamed. | do not know how it came to me,
but I had it, and I used it. And I ... reached out and . . . and touched something on the other
side."

It was the tortured expression on the physician’s face as much as his words that made the hairs
prickle on the back of Chert's neck. He almost thought he could sense movement in the room,
as though the flames of the two lamps danced and flickered in an unfelt wind.

"Touched something . . . ?"" asked Opal, and her earlier interest seemed to have vanished into
fear and distaste.

"Yes, but what it was . . . what it is ... | cannot say. Itis . .." He shook his head and seemed
almost ready to weep. "No. There are some things | cannot talk about. It is a thing beautiful



and terrifying beyond all descrip-tion, and it is mine alone—my discovery!" His voice grew
harsh and he seemed to pull deeper into himself, as though prepared to strike or flee. "You
cannot understand.”

"But what use is such a thing to Okros—or to Hendon Tolly, for that matter?" Chert thought
they seemed to have tunneled a bit far from the seam of the matter.

"I don't know," said Chaven wretchedly. "I don't even know what it is, myself! But I . . . woke
it. And it has great power. Every time | touched it

| felt things that no man can ever have felt beore ..." He let out a great, gasping sob. "1 woke
it! And now I have let Okros steal it! And 1 can never touch it again ... !"

The sounds he was making began to alarm Chert, but to his relief Opal got up and went to the
weeping physician, patting his hand and stroking his shoulder as though he were a child—as
though he were not twice her size "There, now. All will be well.You'll see.”

"No, it won't. Not as long . . . not as long . . ." Another spell of sobbing look him and he did
not speak for a long time. Chert found the man's weakness excruciatingly difficult to witness.
"Is there anything . . . would you . . . ? Perhaps some more tea?" Opal asked at last.

"No. No, thank you." Chaven tried to smile, but he sagged like a pen—-nant on a windless day.
"There is no cure for a shame like mine, not even your excellent tea."

"What shame?" Opal scowled. "You had something stolen from you. That isn't your fault!"
"Ah, but it meaning so much to me—that is my fault, without doubt. It has seized me—rooted
itself in me like mistletoe on an oak. No, I could never be such a noble tree as Skyfather
Perin's oak." He laughed brokenly. "It does not matter. | told no one. | made it my secret
mistress, that mirror and what it contains, and | went to it afire with shame and joy. | spoke to
no one because | was afraid | would have to give it up. Now it is too late. It's gone."”

"Then it will be good for you," said Chert. "If it is an illness, as you say, then you can be
cured now."

"You don't understand!" Chaven turned to him, eyes wide and face pale. "Even if | survive its
loss, it is a terrible, powerful thing. You do not think Hendon Tolly and that bastard traitor
Okros stole it for no reason, do you? They want its power! And what they will do with it, the
gods only know. In fact, it could be only the gods can help us.” He dropped his head, folded
his bandaged hands on his chest—he was praying, Chert realized. "All-seeing Kupilas, lift me
in your hands of bronze and ivory, preserve me from my folly. Holy Trigon, generous
brothers, watch over us all ... " His voice dropped to a mumble.

"Doctor ... Chaven," Opal said at last, "do you ... can you do things ... with any mirror?"
Chert gaped at her in astonishment—what was she talking about?—but

Chaven stirred and looked up, hollow-eyed but ,i little more composed "I'm sorry, Mistress.
What do you mean?"

"Could you help our Flint? Help him to find his wits again?"

"Opal, what is this nonsense?" Chert stood, feeling bone-weary in every part of his body.
"Can't you see that the man is ready to drop?"

"It's true | am too tired to be of any use just now," said Chaven, "but it is also true that after
abusing your hospitality in many ways, there are things | could . .. explore. But we have no
mirror."

"We have mine." Opal revealed the small face-glass she had been hold ing in her palm. She
had received it as a wedding present from Chert's sis—ters, and now she held it out to Chaven,
proud and anxious as a small child. "Could you use it to help our boy?"

He held it briefly, then passed it back. "Any mirror has uses to one who has been trained,
Mistress. | will see what can be done in the morning."” A strange light seemed to come into his



eyes. "It is possible I could learn something of what Okros does as well." He passed a hand
over his face. "But now | am so tired .. . !"

"Lie down then,"” said Opal. "Sleep. In the morning you can help him." She giggled, which
alarmed Chert as much as Chaven's blubbering. "You can try, | mean."

The physician had already staggered to his pallet in the corner of the sit-ting room- He
stretched out, face-first, and appeared to tumble into sleep like a man stepping off a cliff.
Chert, overwhelmed, could only follow Opal into the darkness of their own bedchamber.
Sister Utta had just finished lighting the last candle, and was whispering the Hours of Refusal
prayer when she noticed the girl.

She almost lost the flow of what she was saying, but she had been prac-ticing the rituals of
Zoria for most of her life; her tongue kept forming the near-silent words even as she observed
the child who stood patiently in the alcove, hooded against the cold.

"Just as you would give your virtue to no man, so I shall hold mine sacred to you."

How long has the child been standing there?

"Just as you would not turn your tongue to false praise, I will speak only words acceptable to
you.

"Just as you did walk naked into darkness to return to your lather's house, so | will undertake
my journey without fear, as long as | am true to you."

All. 1 know her now. It's young Eilis, the duchess Merolanna's maid. She is pale. It will he a
long time until the spring sun, if the weather keeps up.

"And just as you returned at last to the bounty of your father's house, so will I, with your help
and companionship, find my way to the blessed domain of the gods."

She kissed the palm of her hand and looked up briefly to the high win-dow, its light dulled
today by the cloudy weather. The face of her gloriously forgiving mistress looked down on
her, reminding her that Zoria's mercy was without end, but Sister Utta still could not help
feeling as though she had somehow failed the goddess.

Why has prayer brought me no peace? Is it my fault for bringing an unsettled heart to your
shrine, sweet Zoria?

No answer came. Some days of deep sadness or confusion Utta could al-most hear the voice
of the goddess close as her own heartbeat, but today Perm's daughter seemed far away from
her, even the stained glass window without its customary gleam, the birds that surrounded the
virgin goddess not flying but only hovering, drab and distressed.

Utta took a breath, turned to the girl in the heavy woolen cloak. "Are you waiting for me?"
The child nodded helplessly, as if she had been caught doing something illicit. After a
moment of wide-eyed confusion she reached into her cloak and produced an envelope with
the seal of the dowager duchess on it. Utta took it, noting with surprise and sadness that the
girl snatched her hand away as soon as the transfer had finished, as though she feared catching
an illness.

What is that about? Utta wondered. Am 1 the subject of evil rumors again? She sighed, but
kept it from making a sound. "Does she wish an answer now or shall | send one back later?"
"She . .. she wants you to read it, then come back with me."

Utta had to repress another sigh. She had much to do—the shrine needed sweeping, for one
thing. The great bowl on the roof of the shrine needed filling so the birds could feed, a
journey of many steps, and she also had letters to write. One of the other Zorians, the oldest of
the castle's sis-terhood, was ill and almost certainly dying and there were relatives who
should be told, on the chance—however unlikely—that they would wish to come see her in
the final days. Still, it was impossible to refuse the



duchess, especially in a castle so unsettled by change, when the Zorian shrine had scarcely
any protectors left. Hendon Tolly was openly con-temptuous of Utta and the other Zorian
sisters, calling them "white ants" and making it clear he thought the shrine took up room in
the residence that could be better employed housing some of his kin and hangers on. No, Utta
needed Merolanna's continued goodwill: she was one of the lew allies the sisterhood still
retained.

Then again, perhaps the duchess was ill herself. Utta felt a clutch of worry. For all they were
different, she liked the woman, and there were few enough among the castle folk these days
with whom she felt anything in common.

"Of course | will come," Utta told the girl. She opened the letter and saw that it said nothing
much more than the maid had suggested, except for a curious coda in the duchess' slightly
shaky hand, "if you have a pair of specktakle glasses, bring them."

Utta did not, so she waved the girl toward the door of the shrine and followed her, but she
could not help wondering what the duchess wanted of her that would require such a thing:
Merolanna was an educated woman and could read and write perfectly well.

As she followed the girl Eilis through the nearly empty halls Utta could not help noticing how
the interior of the residence seemed to mirror the weather outside. Half the torches were unlit
and a dim gray murk seemed to have fallen over the corridors. Even the sounds of voices
behind doors were muffled as though by a thick fog. The few people she passed, servants
mostly, seemed pale and silent as ghosts.

Is it the fairy folk across the river? It has been a full month now and they have done nothing,
but it is hard not to think of them every night. Is it the twins disap—pearing? Or is there
something more—may the White Daughter protect us always-— something deeper, that has
made this place as cold and lonely as a deserted seashore?

When they reached the duchess' chambers, Eilis left Utta standing in the middle of the front
room surrounded by a largely silent group of gentle-=women and servants, most of them
sewing, while she went and knocked on the inner chamber door.

"Sor Utta is here, Your Grace."

"Ah." Merolanna's voice was faint but firm. Utta felt a little better: if the dowager duchess
was ill, she did not sound it. "Send her in. You stay out-side with the others, child."

Utta was surprised to find the duchess fully dressed, her hair done and

her face powdered, looking in all ways prepared for any stale occasion, but seated on the edge
of her bed like a despondent child. Merolanna held a piece of paper in her hand, and she
waved it distractedly, gesturing toward a chair high and wide enough to hold a woman
wearing a voluminous court dress. Utta sat down. Because she wore only her simple robes,
the seat stretched away on either side, so that she felt a bit like a single pea rolling in a wide
bowl. "How may I help you, Your Grace?"

Merolanna waggled the piece of paper again, this time as if to drive away some annoying
insect. "I think 1 am going mad, Sister. Well, perhaps not mad, but I do not know whether |
am upside down or right side up."

"Your Grace?"

"Did you bring your reading spectacles?"

"I do not use such things, ma'am. | get along well enough, although my eyes are not what they
were . . ."

"I can scarcely read without mine—Chaven made them for me, beauti—ful spectacle-lenses in
a gold wire frame. But I lost them, curse it, and he's gone." She looked around the
bedchamber in mingled outrage and misery, as though Chaven had disappeared on purpose,
just to leave her half-blind.

"Do you want me to read something to you?"



"To yourself—but quietly! Come sit next to me. I already muddled it out, even without my
spectacles, but I want to see if you read the same words." Merolanna patted the bed.

Utta herself did not wear scents, not because the Sisterhood didn't per-mit her to, but out of
personal preference, and she found Merolanna's sweet, powdery smell a little disconcerting,
not to mention almost strong enough to make her sneeze. She composed herself with her
hands on her lap and tried not to breathe too deeply.

"This!" Merolanna said, waving the piece of paper again. "l don't know if I'm going mad, as
I'm sure | already said. The whole world is topsy-turvy and has been for months! It almost
feels like the end of the world."”

"Surely the gods will bring us through safely, my lady."

"Perhaps, but they're not doing much to help so far. Asleep, perhaps, or simply gone away."
Merolanna laughed, short and sharp. "Do | shock yon?"

"No, Duchess. | cannot imagine a person who would never be angry al the gods or full of
doubt in days like these. We have all—and especially you—lost too many that we love, and
seen too many frightening things."”

"Exactly." Merolanna hissed out a breath like someone who has waited a long time to hear
such words. "Do | seem mad?"

"Not at all, my lady."

"Then perhaps there is some explanation for this." She handed Utta the piece of paper. It was
a page of a letter, written in a careful and narrow hand, the letters set close as though the
paper itself was precious and none of it was to be wasted.

Utta squinted. "It has no beginning or ending. Is there more?"

"There must be, but this is all I have. That is Olin's handwriting—the king. | believe it must
be the letter that came to Kendrick just before the poor boy was murdered."

"And you wish me to read it?"

"In a moment. First you must understand why ... why | doubt my senses. That page, that one
page, simply ... appeared in my room this morning."

"Do you mean someone left it for you? Put it under your door?"

"No, that is not what | mean. | mean it. . . appeared. While I sat in the other room with my
ladies and Eilis, talking about the morning's service in the chapel."”

"Appeared while you were at the service?"

"No, while I sat in the other room! Gods, woman, | do not think so lit-tle of my own wit that |
would believe myself mad because someone left me a letter. We came back from the service.
It was the new priest, that peevish-looking fellow. As you know, the Tollys drove my dear
Timoid away." Her voice was as bitter as gall.

"I had heard he left the castle," Utta said carefully. "l was sorry to hear he was going."

"But all that doesn't matter